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The Tenor on Horseback



























For Preface a Lacuna









Study the shoes Saint Francis left


At the edge of a forest when


On a whim he took to the trees –







New shoes? Shoes medieval, from the cow.


Elegant? Too strict for a man-at-arms?


Down at heel? To the Pope had been a long walk.







Seams burst, a toecap comes loose.


Well might we wonder at those particular shoes


And the thorn in the flesh, once the saint







Had got real. Study the hair no less: Fotis


Beside the bed lets loose a torrential


Chevelure, token of a carnal flux –







And in the morning Lucius was an ass. Hoofs are


Harder still to shed than footwear.


Hafis drank in Shiraz with a demon: Hair again,







Wings of flesh, precisely how should he extend


Favour to a girl, her braid, without analogy?


Cryptic, shining in the fibres, Allah danced…







Tell me flat that hair and shoe hold good;


Feet convenient, nothing to be damned about,


Hair no icon to induce a rapture with;







Yet to go bald by the rules of evidence,


To feel the thorn pierce only one of two feet,


How steep must be the slope a body slithers down?







On the forest edge, shoes intricately stitched.


Wait one moment, birds. Look, look into this.


Then tweeting, agile, out of the fresco flit.






























The Part of Gravity









As if to gravity the one were not


     subject enough, the other


like a turtle cosying up







     for coitus but doomed to slip


slants across the exposed


     level surface of it,







two big stones, and both, submerged


     in shallow river water,


must have been made







     substance by fire and a tremendous


pressure, to the start of time


     closer far than yesterday –







Where was I now? calling to mind


     the killed in heaps, and 1848


in Alexander Herzen’s ear







     the tocsin clanging from a steeple,


fractured first, then engulfed


     by frenzied act, the fine intention,







then to foresee the microbe of revenge


     drag revolution for the future


ranting to the ground…







     Inestimable muck, and little


grains of golden sand, together


     bed the stones, today a flood,







tomorrow all serene, even limpid


     the river, it may welcome


slender craft, where sit







stooping forward, straining back


     to suit their tension to the oars


they grip, the scullers.






























The Poem Lost









There came a prompting to write a contrapuntal


And possibly syllabic poem –


It would mature from consideration of an oak tree


As portrayed by Delacroix and celebrated


In his Journal, combined (unfancifully)







With Joseph Conrad’s descriptions of the sea


In his deep-etched essays, where old ships


Shift under sail with the winds to batter


Or bless them across the sea, at the mercy,


The undependable mercy of the sea.







Some way into the poem the oak


Would become a ship, and the old designers,


The ship-architects, would figure, while sounds


Such as the sea makes in a merciful mood


Would have coupled with the rustle of foliage.







There would also be acorns, battles, a typhoon


And doubtless a crow’s nest between the lines;


But on discovering that I was only a cabin-boy,


Spontaneous, but not sufficiently intimate


With raw solids and liquid rage, I wrote this.






























Body Count









While a lutenist is telling on the radio


How compositions for his instrument


Still answer needs (not only musical)


Felt by people now, more fully, even,


Than hip-hop or rockabilly of the moment,







I am left wondering at the open door


How old needs, huge with delusion,


Bubble up for ever from an aching hollow,


And why new needs? They do not roll back


A craving for Oh you know what…







Keen for a Pickering hornpipe, even sooner,


A mockingbird, a bluejay, and a wren


Had flitted up and perched,


Tilting their heads, on the balcony rail –


They breezed away, quick to be body still.







Into this tune, this fugue, this tangle, what


Was not condensed? If I listen harder,


Footsteps of women, children, crossing the Tigris


Make the bridge hum. At a detonation


Panicking back – this bloody crush, and in it







The number (not confirmable) of the maimed.



























A Pair of Herons









No matter what it means,


I saw a pair of herons.


White, they flew upwind,







Upriver. White, against


A scree of sombre green


Tall trees, rock outcrops,










I saw them flying. If


The wind got brisk and blew


Their breastbone fluff apart







They reeled, sideslipping.


Then each would caracol,


To luff at any lull.







I saw them reeling, each


Easily righting itself


And flying, flying on.







So contraries collide,


For when I saw that pair


My worm writhed in their rose,







But vanishes like a nose


Now I, interpellated,


Imagine them still there.



























A Sonnet of Nice Goats









Daredevil skateboard boys, they


     Scoot along a sidewalk.


And of a vacant floodlit tunnel


     They conceive, of whirling, heavens,


Across the roof. When a shot


     Rings out from the ghost house,


Who else has now surpassed


     Quietus with a bare bodkin?


Wind-chimes, far enough off,


     Yet mellower wind-chimes


In the porch we never stopped at,


     Become bells on billygoats,


Nannies too, on a rosemary slope


     Grazing, out of harm’s way.






























Keyboard









Almost as if it strummed on them


Again that grey bird struts across


The serried bricks that crown a wall:







One arpeggio and away he flits.


Abuzz with metaphor, earth and air


Agree, bewildering me, almost.







The notes ran on, on and out.


I know, in their succession, tunes


No strut of mine could counterpoint.







Claws, if I should put them in


And drag into the air, now mute,


Still no cadenza from the deep, what then?



























This Confidence









Voice of a girl from Tibet,


    how she sang, to tidy gongs,


        her cantilena







audible starlight, I’ll open


    the door a crack, tonight


        our animals may freeze,







no, not ours, and shelter here,


    locally, is none, go on


        with you, for now pretend,







ask them in, not scaring


    the skunk, domestic and wild


        alike, we jimbel a bit,










perch, curl up, we fill our skins,


    we listen, we find


        this confidence in breathing.



























The Tenor on Horseback









As the tenor on horseback was,


     In mid-aria, carried backstage


And the hurriedly hired circus horse


     Soon reappeared, for the next


Bar of the aria, only to resume his


     Circuitry, so my thought, too seldom now,


Brings back into focus the old reasons given


     For worldly being, for ways


Unspeakable pain might be made sense of.







     Surely they were wise, in their robes of cotton,


And never distracted, those midnight men,


     Those who pondered the laws of creation,


Who saw, behind the rotation of the stars,


     Not nothing at all but love with a design?


Of what now is known they knew little,


     Of where feelings come from, of chemical


Reaction in the brain, of chromosomes,


     They knew not a thing.


Yet spelling it out, time the fugitive,


     Vanity liquidating every place desired,


Memory doomed as an ostrich gobbling,


     Instead of water, stray bullets,


Hadn’t they told it like it was?







     Yes. There is kellipot, the shattering:


Something began, but pulverised its vessels:


     They could not contain the tremendous ray


Shot from the head of En-Sof, alias Adam Kadmon,


     And the task of reconstitution, writ,


Writ it is in holy books, no poppycock.










     Even then I wonder if, much as they meant


Well and told of truth as they surprised her,


     It was authority alone that they pursued –


Mobile men on camel or horseback,


     Some next to naked, observing the buffalo,


Dared to command the rough and the tumble,


     Mind’s bow measuring its pitch of tension,


Then letting fly its projectile power.







     Privy to secret tunes, vibration


Fathomless in a supposedly divine


     Cosmogonic harp, whose tonalities


Happened as heaven and haunted as riffs


     The blood of us who ache in the pit,


Surely their pursuits refined the liberty to question:


     They combed great glowing spaces for fresh disbelief.







     Job, in the stories told of him, was he confident


Of working a change in Jehovah’s attitude?


     Of peeling away an immutable mask? In true tales


Of justice, hollow model and stale god dissolve:


     Creations, subjecting their creators to change,


Gather around them present pain, to relieve,


     A little, sour delusions fixing the scowl or grin.


Slowly, unperceived, a new design will enter


     These mutant mobile geometries of species, hurting –


Or else, for want of variation, all is dispersed.


     Agony abides, look, listen, even if people,


People change, and smile.







                          Expressionless the Vast:


To fly in its face, to contradict it, midnight men


     Composed imagination; each, his manifold


Travelling deep design, soul to the cut stone,


     He grounded in earth, sidereal or not;


And as a mason scoops, then trims the mortar,


     He toils with time and the blade of his trowel.






























Metapontum: The Necropolis









Come the Spring


Doves moan again


With new warmth







*







Dull I was


It was age


So I thought







Heaven help the young


Now ten feet up


I crash around town







*







Lips part to speak


I spread my wings


Take that perfect wife


This jack-rabbit jumps








[Lucanian red-figured lebes gamikos, Pantanello, Tomb 354]
























Saying Goodnight to Kate









Red wine, pink salmon,


Green beans with butter:







Will she at twenty speak


Thriftily? We eat, drink.







Of any discourse you please


Fill out the sphere, Kate!










Pictures you bring, cut


In stone, printed:







Ostrich eye detail, delicate


Hand, over fold of dress







Fingers flexing. Mango


Ice, raspberries follow –







Our feast, on second thought,


Of king fools. Then what’s that







Scream, sudden, unearthly,


Almost on the doorstep,







Primal rage? You estimate:


Schoolgirl, pleased exam is over.







Down stair you go,


Loaned umbrella springs open,







Smell of rain, first a whisper –


While, speaking out







Nine centuries gone, I hear


Lu Yu, diehard, crusty soldier







By bigwigs also shafted


(Though mostly mum







As to grits he ate) –


Came serenely over me:







Wild rain, then shock –


‘On edge of want, whole lifetime …’







Ragtag Tartar sneers, China fawning.







Outlive Cordelia, Kate.






























The First Portrait









Then she went and died on us,


Just like that. And her face, extinct.


We saw nothing move in it, trouble it,


Or rest content, or yawn, or give her smile,


Or even scowl, for us to laugh at.







*







Then we watched while the knife man


Cut off her head. We watched


And took out our loudest voices,


And twisted them in hoots, yelps,


Groaning as the scoop went in;


Spring water washed away the gunk;


Till that was done we howled.







*







Then came the woman with her clay


And stuffed the skull with it,


And made her face again, the face


We could not bear to never see.







*







A clay face for her, any moment now


See its motions; so for her alone


We copied, breathless, the big silence.







*







But to give her all the credit,


Body and head we buried together.


Her clay face had to belong down there.


Our underground is memory of her,


For her the memory is part of us


Who anyway forget. How else


To undo our division?







*










Gossips will say an ostrich


Invented such a funeral custom.


We hope her clay-featured egg,


Not popping so its eyes of sea-shell,


Will hatch and she return to us,


Or with her glance encourage others,


Good kin, who drink at Jericho


The waters of our spring.








(Note: A skull with the face modelled in clay [Natufian, Proto-Neolithic, c. B.C.7500] was excavated at Jericho. See Grahame Clark, World Prehistory: An Outline, 1962.)
























Orbiana









I could never help uttering a light soupir,


Just one, whenever the times


Were hard; today


Just one more, it hardly passed my lips,


But murdered they were, such news,


Murdered near Mayence, those two


Who sent me here, to Leptis Magna.







The emperor was never up to it, really,


In peace or war. She governed, Julia Mamaea,


Selecting me for him. So when she found,


To her astonishment, that I, a tiddler,


Had it in me to influence Alexander,


She packed me off, with his consent –


Nobody knew where. Nobody, either, now


Will inquire where I come from, nobody


Will know which city in Africa


Took me in, so I have disappeared.










But the shopping is quite splendid.


In this great new city of arcades,


Several temples to various divinities,


A triumphant arch, the amphitheatre


And almost superfluous fortifications,


There are nice people to listen to


And black weavers who manufacture


Singular objects to recline or to stand on.







Yes, for the Christians Mother had a soft spot;


From Syria once she had a cavalry escort sent


To save that tyke, whatever his name was.


It starts like mine with O and R.







I like to beachcomb. It attracts,


Ha ha, I mean the beach attracts provincials.


And yet, and yet… From Rome


And from Pamphylia come


Real artists with guitars, who chant


Devotedly of ocean, even to the moon –


I never had children, what a shame,


And the years of loving, few, complicated


By Mother, them I’ve forgotten now.


The shopping gets, by the way, a bit


Monotonous. Funds I was allowed


Exhaust themselves, somehow,


Even though I did, if I remember rightly,


Stir up a nasty fracas, insist


On statutory imperial support.







I feel behoved to say (don’t ever quote me


On this) that I am not yet negligible,


Negligible enough to mark the passage


From finite to infinite. I was not one to wheedle,


But those officiants, what rot they talk –


Into the atoms they ship their designated


Sacrifices, not into some dock of heaven.


Where bodies tasted chance, they make a waste.










You should see me glimpse, now and then,


Into the shrinking bijou bag under my bed.


The wind cooling profuse vegetation


And the display of stars at nightfall


Are supposed to console. They don’t.


Disease, at least, is hereabouts minimal.


What a mercy my destination was not Mauretania.


That’s such a long, long way west.


And Mauretanians, they do say,


Are a scruffy lot. Please write


To your little friend, Orbiana.



























The Aquinas Anecdote









Most unsettling:


How light picks naturally


On such prominences –


The puddle, the muttonbone,


Rufous leaf, and jellies.







Does it want


A surface to stand on? Glide over?


Huge facts attract


My mind, a flick of the sun


Baffles it, like light itself


It wants at least a leaping


Frog skin to settle on. In God’s name,


What then is want?







On a frog’s intestine picks


A dark, for certain. Gripped


By feuding demon families does intellect


Stoop dejected, does it?







We’ll turn that entire construct


Around, turn it





According to the very reasons


Adduced by those philosophers:







                                       No redundance,


There can be no redundance in the One


Gradual Lord I know evolves


By variegated replication –







And ‘his delight is with the sons of men.’


So evils, wait, evils opt for vacancy, when,


Stopping thought, presumptuous will


Projects it on an emptied glass:







The real is fruitful to the brim.


Now pass the decanter, if you please







AND THAT WILL SETTLE THE MANICHEES







Roared huge Thomas d’Aquino, thumping


A fist so beefily upon the table –


Surprising, for till then had come


From his lips not a murmur.


They say the King of France


Then beckoned to his secretary,







Whose eye pursued the pointing finger:


Over there? On your tablet


(It was aggrieved, the royal conscience)


Note that friar’s illumination, pronto.






























Pseudo-Paracelsus









Cedar seeds, spores of forest


Look like scum, tiny rafts;


Swim among them, and dry,


Dry as gold, thirty-seven ovals,


The fallen leaves of oak,


They float, involved


With skin you wear, with scum.







Holy Moses, on a second look


The spores are tiny spider people,


Tiny drowned spider people;


Are castaways in water,


With arms and legs spread out;


Impotent, captive in a colossal


Aquatic orbit freshening the pool.







Unaccountable, savage, and generous


Excess of nature, so you flood space,


Nothing is nondescript in it. Quick,


I’ll hurry home, tidy up


My fly’s perch on the surge’s tip,


Where, curiously, time is bliss


And I can calculate some more.






























Imagine Mallarmé









Imagine Mallarmé with a long and vaporous


Periphrasis buttonholing, at his desk, the mayor


Of Mézy-sur-Seine in 1890, imploring him


To rid the neighbourhood of a herd of pigs,


Which he politely called, of course, messieurs.







The matter bothered for a while, at least,


Eugène Manet and Berthe Morisot.


They loved the summer house they’d rented,


But rainy days and then the pig noise


And pig smell from a neighbour’s yard







Reduced their pleasure and her chance to paint.


Meanwhile, from Giverny, not far away,


Monet wrote: My canvases, I ruin them,


Scraping out whatever I’ve accomplished.


What I achieve is beneath anything.







The Manets and Mallarmé in a carriole


Took off to visit Monet in Giverny.


After lunch, on Sunday, July 13, 1890,


Monet, to compensate for having failed


To do for Mallarmé a promised illustration,







Told the poet to take a picture home.


Mallarmé didn’t dare to choose the one


He liked the most, but soon, persuaded


By Berthe herself to take it, he did so.


Then going home to where the pigs were stinking,







Oink oink in the distance, Mallarmé declared,


His painting luminous across his knees


While the carriole jogged through the twilight:


It makes me happy, just to think now


I’m living in the same age as Monet.






























Chekhov at Sumy









First to go, the right lung;


Then, at intervals, unanticipated


Spates of spitting blood.







Devotedly at work, the iridescent


Stories; unhopeful


‘Doctoring in my spare time;’


Focus on fact, on detail, all those letters.







1890: by boat the long haul to Sakhalin,


The prison swamps, and duly eye-opening


His report. Somewhere else


He builds a school, takes charge







Of a cholera outbreak. Kropotkin


Quotes his dictum with approval:


We need desire most, force of character


To banish ‘whining shapelessness.’







Nightingales had nested in the open window


At Sumy, Summer 1888. While he slept,


One lung, or both, might have whistled


So entertainingly, the light-winged


Dryad of the woods joined in.







Not a remnant, left to erode


In acidic debate,


He purposed and accomplished


The utmost he had known –







Sixteen more years above the dust.


In two, from Ukleyevo, Lipa, Lipa,


Her baby scalded, and her scream


Building,







Complete as now his pleasure is


To see ‘slip from their shells


The children of the nightingale.’






























Chekhov in a Park









The pince-nez; above it,


Shadowing nothing at all,


His hat, new, with a wide brim,







Had it poured the rest of him out?


He’s well and truly here:


Anton, the uninvented.







No tricks. On a rickety


Park bench, somewhere south,


Nonchalantly Anton sits.







He crossed his long thin legs.


He had polished his boots.


He manages to be elegant.







Unmistakeably the gentleman,


They say, he was in touch,


Not love, with everything:







Worse, he winnowed,


Out of marshy claptrap, through


This one visible ear,







His translucent mountain –


Psyche, likewise, from the Styx


Drew a crystal bottle.







Anton filtered chat, not only


To select, but chisel


Nugget after nugget,







Capture from somnolent liquids


An articulated fabric:


Many unstable dimensions,










Much heartache. Out of copper,


Antimony, tin, others made


Mugs of pewter. Anton’s ear,







Here it shows, in the photo,


Made trouble – some


People, sinking, wilt, by struggle







Blasted. At work


In this vertical head


Something was dependable:







Plumb, his touch went up,


A spiral, into sorrow,


Down deep inside, inside







Even happiness. And peering


From the sleeve, so small,


So curly, like a claw, a hand.



























Judge Bean







Of him or her who placed it there, and why,


No one knew anything.


                                  Thomas Hardy









Judge Roy Bean of Long Ago


Beheld once in a magazine


The face of Lily Langtry,


And in the twilight often


Judge Bean upon his porch


Rocked in a rocking chair,


Upon his porch he’d rock,


And dream and dream of her.










A distant blue, how it pulls


The flesh to Long Ago


And far away, although


Judge Bean had hopes:


Lily Langtry just might come,


Passing through, and sing to him.







Not far from where the judge


Had sat and rocked and hoped


There was a tree festooned


With bottles that were blue.


Over the tips of many twigs


Somebody had been slotting


Milk of Magnesia (Phillips),


His empties, by the dozen.







Well-water there is hard;


Deep canyons through the rock


The Rio Grande, a trickle now,


Had had long since to carve.


There too the mountains host


Various flocks of birds,


Yet not a one would choose


To nest in such a tree.







The tree, so dead its twigs


That pronged the bottles, have


They in the meantime broke?


A striking sight against the sky,


An image not to be forgot,


So many bottles of blue glass


And sips of milk drunk up,


It still explodes to mark


Dimensions in the mind,


A horizon in the heart.







Long before the twigs had pronged


Blue bottles for my sight,


Like Tao it had for sure


No name at all, that place










Where Judge Bean rocked;


But Lily Langtry’s face


Nothing airy in his mind,


Not despairing of his dream,


One stormy day he took his pen


And wrote:







Now Langtry is its name.



























Felo de se









When he had pulled upright his jingle-jangle cart,


he said he hoped he would not be disturbing me.


He unpacked his kit from the cart and lost no time


but baited his lines with worms from a box of dirt


and made a long cast for the lead to plop in mid-river.







When he says he is Tex-Mex but spoke as a child


no Spanish, he explains that he took himself soon


to school, learning the way they speak it in Spain.







When he was little his father died, says he.


So he helped in the house, cleaning and sweeping,


cooking the beans, washing dishes for mother.







When he had a family of his own, two boys


and a girl, he told them, one by one, as they grew,


there’ll be no lazy nobodies in my house,


told them when it was time to grow up


and that it won’t be easy but here’s your support,


grow up to be somebody with an education:







Now there’s my boy in the marines (this war, it makes


no sense) but then his line is aviation, the mechanics,


in law-school the girl, the other boy in medicine,


and all three speak Spanish as well as they do English.










When he’s set to make a cast with his third rod,


he says his father-in-law’s funeral cost ten thousand,


but his own uncle’s was cheaper for he was cremated.







And when he has cast with a fourth rod far out


into mid-river, he says that he’ll be tonight


in Marble Falls where the catfish bite better,


that because of the funeral he has a week off.







But when he went to Mexico he didn’t like it,


didn’t like the Mexicans, a crooked lying crowd,


says he, they look down on us, call me a gringo.







Me, I’m a carpenter, he says, I can build you


a pretty house, restore, where wood has gone to rot,


repair, adapt, install any kind of cabinet:







anything to do with wood, I can do it with finish,


fishing is just a pastime when you’re needing it,


and it has clouded over now, the fish like that.







Yes, he says, any kind of wood, I can handle it,


and we were standing under a water-cypress,


a very tall tree that has gone brown by March,


the tangle of its roots ran in long looped


cylinders out under water, while he talked,







wearing a cobalt gimme cap with NY in a monogram,


an olive-green tabard (pockets in place of emblems),


drainpipe trousers and spongy-soled suede boots,







yet all I had asked was if he knew perhaps


the meaning of felo de se, supposing it Spanish.


Not theft, he said, thieving is robar, robo;


what you said, might that be in a book?






























Senex









Hearing at night the first Fall Norther


I think no more of Artaud’s tantrums;


No more of Ungern-Sternberg’s magnificent beast;


Of balance perfect in the form of a pear


I think, then poof it goes, the Buddha temple.







That wall: it is the rock face of a mountain.


Fumbling for a handhold, slowly slowly


I step sideways, the ravine at my heels


Deepens, unsteadily I must step sideways.







Nose to nose with my mountain wall,


The path no wider now than a foot’s length,


How will it end, where then shall I go?







I had to limber up, to risk a look:


And what I’d thought was not, was not –


But was a plain, immense, and it was shaping


Soon to become a fair field of folk.


Still it wanted curvature for a horizon,


Still it hid its dells and lakes and alps;


Now in it rose, I see, putting them there,


Many many footholds I had mistaken


For brushes quicker than a breath, contacts


Of clothes in the café, in a shop –


Yet people, singly, clusters, were appearing,


All distinct, each face rich in expression:


Scowling, perplexed, then relief, the smile


Brief or broadening, and grim if in revenge.







Every single glance grew thriftily from the stem,


Unmistakeable, inexchangeable, the body.







And by the balls the horror of it got me:







There was no way to make good


Wrongs of my doing. With one quick breath,


No way, to chuck the humbug; to be done










With dithering; understand at least


A secret dread; so to bring crashing down


As vapour only, absorbed back into earth,


The tabernacle cant, enforced conformity,


Those violations that had shrunk my time,


And to annul in me the predator,


Root out of me the pest, indifference.







Oh well, so much abstract projection


Still is, tooth and nail, a hanging-on.


Symmetry I did perceive, agile in faces,


Stormy, or in suspense, it might promise


Value, though passion rushed, then halted. Stooping


You could glimpse the star, absurd, it was afloat


Where the well-shaft had no end.







Then I was touched.


                                  Then I was free.


I turn, how else, alone again, to the mountain.



























The Whelk









Today the rain is not a torrent,


For normally the mockingbird


Will sing to celebrate clear light,


And now percussive, rid of any tune,


His song for half an hour has shot


Sparks, astonishing, from his throat:


Still his beak is piping an acerb


Tumult from his lungs.







An empty wineskin comes to seem


What the universe is not –


Piping bird, and in her fingers


The good schoolgirl turns her whelk,


Wondering about it, minding the violence.


Her toes might have buried it:










Now Athena treasures what she found,


Hearing the spark, rain drum down,


On leaves and asphalt, she peers


How curious, into the whelk’s throat.







At school she might be wondering still


Who saw sparks patter out of a bird;


How someone knew her name and copied


Her thought about the whelk, its helix.


A centrifuge of rhythms, while it grew


I spelled it out as filaments from spider me:







Here in the gleam that rides a dolphin


Is there a temple, for a god an aviary?


No. They have not wronged Athena yet –


The sylph finds no refuge in a syllable.


Unless for joy invention jumped them,


Cold facts account for her not needing to.







All in good time. Now who hid my shoes?


My satchel? And the laws, Athena thinks,


Who will fairly number, sparkling in the whelk,


Particles which make nature happen – twelve?








(Rebecca Elson, poet-astrophysicist, 1960–99.)
























Ancient Emigré (Irish)









Once only I’ve heard in (of all places)


This candybar town, where songs


Are composed by the dozen, composed


In the beds, on the porches,







A person singing at work. (Ten years back,


Must I recall, I passed on a street


In the outskirts a fellow who sang


For joy, while walking, a popular song.)










Among cabbages, this nineteenth


Of November, 2005, I noted, yes,


Among cabbages, celery, spinach,


Heaps of arugula, vegetables from







Half the world over, a young caballero


Singing, and it was ‘Molly Malone’.


Sweeping the floor, fresh-faced he was,


With a daredevil forelock, and as he sang







That song of the streets, some broad,


Some narrow, I pictured rooftops,


Flat rooftops in Corsica, women sing there,


Soon after sunrise, answering songs







Sung by their neighbours, at work


Hanging the laundry out. On broccoli,


Snap beans and cauliflower dwelled


This morning the eyes of shoppers, all







Attentive to tasks having today to be done.


That Molly Malone could have sunk


So deep in the people who pushed their carts


Hither and thither, heaping the produce up,







The shaft of her glance, startled them with


Obstreperous beauty (rough, into the bargain,


From counting the pennies, privation, abuse);


Could they marvel, I ask, at nothing at all?







My cart hummed with its wires, my kilo


Of strawberries trilled, conamore the praties,


Onward wheeling the work with a song,


Did it? Briefly. Midnight. Now I inhale







And smell in this paper I scribble on


Molly, her skin. Her wheelbarrow is parked,


My cap’s falling off as, friendly-like,


In a bombarded garden, she comes to be mine.






























Elegy with Offenbach









The coming century, Dostoevsky said,


Would decide the matter: either Mystery







Or Science was the shape of things to come.


Whichever way you look at it, from 1865







(Or thereabouts) till now, that century


Decided nothing, still the millstones







Grind, still the matter hangs, pulpy,


Or adamant, grit, their justification.







Russians (those were the days) could frame,


On lines drawn up between opposing factions,







Their big ideas, each faction on its axis.


Exclusive orbits, ‘Science’ or ‘Religion,’







Each turned on a dream of time at an end,


Of a new time beginning, when Necessity







Finally throws a switch to snarl the traffic:


Then – holy smoke – the showdown, an Apocalypse.







Offenbach’s ‘Barcarole,’ now I hear it,


A quick waltz in slow time for counterpoint,







Accompanied in the morning our patrol


As tiny children circling the assembly hall:







We did not dance the waltz, we walked it;


We did not know it was a boating song,







But we patrolled, circling the airy room,


And soon we crept into a world constructed







To harsher rituals, helped in our pursuits,


Or butchered, by designs the science fashioned.










Hearing again the music, trite as it is,


A parlour music, anything but the cancan,







Not Shostakovich, and not Babi Yar,


I rise to a dream, and with quaint emotion







Recognise that, all along, inexplicably,


It might have been for me a paradigm.







If it did not show you how to yearn,


If it did not open heart to high heaven,







The music showed the children how to move


Without mishap, synchronise the body







With a tune, to find arithmetic less foreign,


Build on a page of squares the vaults of letters.







Another forty years… Then reflexed cogitation


Towered above a scoop of archaic deposits wavily







Secreted in the individual. Dark tools


Of flint, snowy temples, tinkling doubloons,







Then casks of contradiction, high-minded quips,


Grovelling phobias bled into ginger – those







Were the legal cargo housed in your tug


Or fishing smack, galleon, or destroyer.







No match for commerce few can get a hold on,


The gods, many do say, chucked in the sponge;







What then of atavisms, mutinous in the bilge,


If in the deep itself the sea-girl mocks it all?







Volatile ballast, these and other millstones:


Who calls from the look-out? What think you, captain,







Measuring good and evil when the ship rolls?


What kind of magic matter keeps the hulk afloat?
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