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NOTE ON THE EDITION





The poems of Basil Bunting (1900–85), admired by Ezra Pound and Louis Zukofsky among many others, are increasingly regarded with great interest, particularly his challenging long poem Briggflatts. Bunting’s work was published haphazardly throughout most of his life, and in many cases he did not oversee publication. Editions issued by small and large presses alike were afflicted with printing errors and editorial interventions. A critical edition of Bunting’s work is necessary to examine and rectify these, and to annotate his complex, allusive verse. This book presents such an edition, and therefore corrects and presents as accurately as possible:




1) poems Bunting published or intended to publish during his lifetime;


2) poems published by his posthumous editor;


3) some fragments, mostly published in works by others, that illuminate the published poetry.





It also annotates the poems with entries that provide background information; detailed publishing histories; quotations from Bunting’s writings and interviews with him; excerpts from correspondence (particularly with Zukofsky and Victoria Forde); and illuminating material transcribed from recordings of Bunting’s poetry readings. In addition, source material, including Persian literature and classical mythology, is examined; and the Northumbrian roots of Bunting’s poetic vocabulary and use of dialect are explored. Finally, textual variants from all traceable printed sources are provided.


The goal of this work is to rectify anomalies in the printing of Basil Bunting’s poems; to present annotations that indicate analogues and sources for the poems; and to demonstrate the textual and textural complexity of the poems in such a way as to enhance their appreciation.

















ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS





The following abbreviations relate to works referred to multiple times in the Annotations and Textual Variants sections.












	Act. Ant.

	   

	
Active Anthology, ed. Ezra Pound (1933)






	Alldritt

	 

	Keith Alldritt, The Poet as Spy (1998)






	Anglia

	 

	
Anglia was ‘a quarterly magazine in the Russian language prepared for the [UK] Foreign Office by the Central Office of Information, for sale throughout the USSR’






	BB

	 

	Basil Bunting






	BBP

	 

	Basil Bunting, Basil Bunting on Poetry (1999)






	Boz-West

	 

	
Bozart-Westminister 1, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 1935), 10–11






	Briggflatts

	 

	Basil Bunting, Briggflatts (1966)






	Burton

	 

	Richard Burton, A Strong Song Tows Us: The Life of Basil Bunting (2013)






	Caddel

	 

	‘Sharp Study and Long Toil: Basil Bunting Special Issue’, ed. Richard Caddel, Durham University Journal (Special supplement, 1995)






	Caddel & Flowers

	 

	Richard Caddel and Anthony Flowers, Basil Bunting: A Northern Life (1997)






	CE

	 

	Basil Bunting, Caveat Emptor (unpublished TS, 1935)






	Conf. Cumm.

	 

	
Confucius to Cummings: An Anthology of Poetry (1964), ed. Ezra Pound with Marcella Spann






	CP1968

	 

	Basil Bunting, Collected Poems (1968)






	CP1978

	 

	Basil Bunting, Collected Poems (1978)






	CP1985

	 

	Basil Bunting, Collected Poems (1985)






	CP1994

	 

	Basil Bunting, Complete Poems (1994), associate ed., Richard Caddel







	CP2000

	 

	Basil Bunting, Complete Poems (2000), associate ed., Richard Caddel






	Descant

	 

	Jonathan Williams, Descant on Rawthey’s Madrigal: Conversations with Basil Bunting (1968)






	EDD

	 

	
English Dialect Dictionary, ed. Joseph Wright (1898–1905)






	EP

	 

	Ezra Pound






	FBO

	 

	Basil Bunting, First Book of Odes (1965)






	Forde

	 

	Victoria Forde, The Poetry of Basil Bunting (1991)






	Forde thesis

	 

	Victoria Forde, ‘Music and meaning in the poetry of Basil Bunting’, PhD thesis, University of Notre Dame (1973)






	Georgia Straight

	 

	Peter Quartermain and Warren Tallman, Georgia Straight, Writing Supplement 6 (18–25 November 1970), n.pag.






	Guedalla

	 

	Roger Guedalla, Basil Bunting: A Bibliography of Works and Criticism (1973)






	HRC

	 

	Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin






	JW

	 

	Jonathan Williams






	Lesch

	 

	Barbara Lesch, ‘Basil Bunting: A Major British Modernist’, PhD thesis, University of Wisconsin (1979)






	Loquitur

	 

	Basil Bunting, Loquitur (1965)






	LZ

	 

	Louis Zukofsky






	Makin

	 

	Peter Makin, Bunting: The Shaping of his Verse (1992)






	McGonigal & Price

	 

	
The Star You Steer By: Basil Bunting and British Modernism, ed. James McGonigal and Richard Price (2000)






	Mottram

	 

	Eric Mottram, ‘Conversation with Basil Bunting on the Occasion of his 75th Birthday’, Poetry Information 19 (Autumn 1978), 3–10






	NB

	 

	Basil Bunting, A Note on Briggflatts, ed. Richard Caddel (1989)






	Obj. Ant.

	 

	
An ‘Objectivists’ Anthology, ed. Louis Zukofsky (1932)






	OED

	 

	
Oxford English Dictionary







	P1950

	 

	Basil Bunting, Poems: 1950 (1950)






	Poetry

	 

	
Poetry (Chicago)






	Profile

	 

	
Profile, ed. Ezra Pound (1932)






	Quartermain

	 

	Peter Quartermain, Basil Bunting, Poet of the North (1990)






	Quartermain DP

	 

	Peter Quartermain, Disjunctive Poetics (1992)






	Quartermain & Tallman

	 

	Peter Quartermain and Warren Tallman, ‘Basil Bunting Talks about Briggflatts’, Agenda 16, no. 1 (Spring 1978), 3–19, revision of Georgia Straight (which see above)






	Reagan

	 

	Dale Reagan, ‘An Interview with Basil Bunting’, Montemora 3 (Spring 1977), 66–80






	RM

	 

	Basil Bunting, Redimiculum Matellarum (1930)






	SBOO

	 

	‘Second Book of Odes’ section of CP from 1968






	Spoils

	 

	Basil Bunting, The Spoils (1965)






	Swigg

	 

	
The Recordings of Basil Bunting, ed. Richard Swigg (n.d.)






	Terrell

	 

	
Basil Bunting, Man and Poet, ed. Carroll F. Terrell (1981)






	UO

	 

	‘Uncollected Odes’ section of CP1994/2000







	UP

	 

	Basil Bunting, Uncollected Poems, ed. Richard Caddel (1991)






	Whips & Scorpions

	 

	
Whips & Scorpions: Specimens of Modern Satiric Verse 1914–1931, ed. Sherard Vines (1932)






	Zukofsky

	 

	Louis Zukofsky, Bottom: On Shakespeare (1963), vol. 1















Abbreviated titles are also used in the Textual Variants section for other works in which one (or a small number) of Bunting’s poems have appeared. These works are fully detailed in the relevant poem’s Annotations.


The King James Version is used when biblical passages are quoted; translations from Greek and Latin texts are from Loeb editions (which Bunting himself used), except where otherwise noted; and The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, revised edition (2001), is used for quotations from Shakespeare.




 





Bunting’s own notes are given in a separate section (Appendix III), as he wished; but they are also integrated into my notes, where they are designated with the device [image: alt] and keyed to line numbers, which are introduced for this edition.


A line break in quoted verse included in ordinary text is indicated by / and a stanza break by //. In the Poems section of the edition < or > at the foot of one of the line-numbering columns indicates a stanza break at this point in the poem concerned; << or >> indicates a larger than normal stanza space.

















INTRODUCTION





I. The Poet


Basil Bunting has long been one of the legendary figures of twentieth-century English-language poetry. His work is much anthologized and revered among many kinds of readers, and his name appears in countless renditions of the history of modernist poetry. Yet, for many years, legend was almost all that we had; a proper biography did not appear until Richard Burton’s A Strong Song Tows Us, published in 2013. The shilling facts, as Auden called them, are mostly known, but the poet himself made biography difficult. As Burton notes, an earlier biography, Keith Alldritt’s Basil Bunting: The Poet as Spy (1998), was erratic, and contained some of the ‘wilder speculations’ in circulation at the time. It doesn’t help that late in his life, Bunting himself composed a rueful autobiography that did him little justice; possibly wrong on both counts, it reads, in full: ‘Minor poet, not conspicuously dishonest.’1 When a young friend, the poet Tom Pickard, proposed a biography in 1979, Bunting wrote to him: ‘As to writing my life, I can’t stop you, but suggest you might preface it with the enclosed note. You can’t possibly get it right …’2 The note reads, in part: ‘Take Heed. My biography appears in Who’s Who, complete except for the date of my death which will not be delayed very long. Whatever else anybody writes must be looked on as fiction.’ Even Burton said of his own biography that if it is ‘fiction’, it is at least ‘based squarely on Bunting’s own testimony’.


Arising from the murk of legend and the confusions of his biography are, of course, Bunting’s poems; this is just how he wanted it to be. But the publication record of the poems constitutes its own multiplicitous narrative, and that is what this edition has set out to trace. As with Bunting’s life, which took so many turns and twists, so it goes with the poems: there’s no straightforward scheme by which to organize them, though rubrics emerge that are useful enough.





This edition therefore has three aims. First, it presents and corrects poems Bunting published or intended to publish during his lifetime; poems published posthumously by Richard Caddel; and a selection of fragments, drafts or variant versions of poems published in works (including in facsimile) by others, or hitherto unpublished. Second, it annotates and provides a publishing history for each poem. Third, it provides textual variants from printed sources, which is important because of the limited input Bunting had until late in his life regarding the publication of his poetry.


The copy text used is the Complete Poems as published by Bloodaxe in 2000 and edited by Richard Caddel. Though Bunting did not see this edition into print, it is based on two volumes he did see into print: the Oxford University Press Collected Poems of 1978 – which is Bunting’s revision of his 1968 Fulcrum Press Collected Poems – and the Moyer Bell Collected Poems of 1985. Caddel supplemented the work Bunting approved for inclusion in these volumes with a controversial 1991 edition from Oxford University Press, Uncollected Poems, which collected material Bunting had deliberately excluded from editions he oversaw. In 1994, Caddel combined the OUP Collected Poems and Uncollected Poems to produce a Complete Poems, also published by Oxford. That edition was reset and corrected for the 2000 Bloodaxe edition of Complete Poems, and reset again for American publication by New Directions in 2003. The text in both Oxford editions of the Collected Poems was modified by the publisher’s considerations of house style and, in some cases, by preferences of Caddel’s which I do not share. Differences between my text and presentation and Caddel’s are indicated in the Textual Variants section.


Presentation of the poems


From his earliest book, the small 1930 pamphlet Redimiculum Matellarum, through the version of the Collected Poems that appeared in the year of his death, Bunting gathered his poems into thematic sections; these sections, as he last arranged them, are preserved, and therefore the poems are not presented in chronological order. And because Caddel’s Complete Poems has become the most widely available edition of Bunting’s work, I retain Caddel’s unauthorized organization of the uncollected poems into sections of ‘Uncollected Odes’ and ‘Uncollected Overdrafts’, though I present different versions of certain works in cases where Caddel chose versions he preferred instead of Bunting’s latest known revisions. In addition, an extended version of Bunting’s version of Ferdowsī’s ‘Faridun’s Sons’ is included from my volume, Bunting’s Persia, where it appeared in print for the first time; this sequence includes sections that were published separately elsewhere along with some that were unpublished until that book appeared, constituting a different text than had been in print before.


Specific questions of punctuation and format in the printing of Bunting’s work are complex. Bunting characteristically – but not invariably – omitted apostrophes in contractions, and his publishers seem to have understood this. But otherwise, Bunting’s punctuation was inconsistent, and so was his attention to its representation in his printed works. Moreover, every one of his publishers frequently yet inconsistently altered his punctuation to suit house style – and Bunting never objected. Inconsistencies particularly afflict quotation marks, end punctuation, dashes, turnovers and indents. Confusion about, or ignorance of, Bunting’s intent naturally led to a number of gross errors. The resulting variants are recorded in this edition; Bunting’s punctuation is explored in more detail below. For the Collected Poems of 1978 Bunting made a number of careful revisions, well documented in Oxford University Press’s editorial file on the book, and the texts of his poems were generally stable from that volume on. Punctuation in this edition is therefore generally left as in the 1978 volume – and not necessarily as in the copy text, Complete Poems of 2000, which modified it again for house style, or as in Collected Poems of 1985, which Bunting did not live to correct. Emendations of punctuation are recorded in the Textual Variants section.


Annotations in this edition


Bunting provided notes to his poems in every collection of his work from the 1935 typescript titled Caveat Emptor on; but after Poems: 1950 his sections of notes are introduced by the remark that notes ‘are a confession of failure, not a palliation of it, still less a reproach to the reader, but may allay some small irritations’. My detailed annotations are not what he had in mind, but the editor’s responsibility is to allay irritations both small and large. To that end I provide any factual material which can eliminate what William Empson called ‘all trivial grounds for bafflement’,3 and also detailed information about matters which have or may have formed and informed the poems. This edition borrows a convention from John Haffenden’s edition of The Complete Poems of William Empson, and quotations of Bunting on his own work (from essays, letters, interviews and impromptu commentary taken from recordings of his poetry readings) are printed in bold. Bunting’s own brief notes are given in a separate appendix, as in previous editions of his collected poems, to preserve his design and the implicit narrative they present; but they are also integrated into my notes, and variants for Bunting’s notes are recorded. The annotations in this edition also provide publishing histories and pertinent definitions and citations from the OED and also, in order to illuminate the poet’s lifelong preoccupation with Northumbrian dialect, Wright’s English Dialect Dictionary.


Finally, there are two modest innovations I introduce. First, whenever possible, material in the annotations is correlated with specific volumes from Bunting’s personal library, now held in the Basil Bunting Collection of the library at the University of Buffalo, State University of New York. Second, material is provided from numerous audio and video recordings of Bunting’s readings: recordings of individual poems are collated with printed texts; and the poet’s introductory remarks to poems in these recordings are quoted in annotations whenever useful.


Bunting’s own view of such information was tersely articulated in a letter to Alan Neame, 1951: ‘I do not see why people should want to “understand” everything in a poem.’4 It is impossible to understand everything in a poem, but it is also impossible for a reader not to want to know things about a poem. And Bunting did, after all, provide some notes to his poems; his Caveat Emptor even contains, in an appendix, ‘Further Notes’, introduced by the sentence, ‘Having devolved so much useless knowledge upon my reader, if any, I may as well go on unloading.’


Since my notes quote extensively from interviews Bunting gave about his work, a word about them is in order, too. In a written statement he sent to Dale Reagan to accompany the 1975 interview published in Montemora, Bunting commented:




I am not much delighted with the recent habit of printing verbatim interviews; impromptu colloquial speech is too full of ambiguities, near misses and sheer confusions; answers too little considered and not hedged against easy misconceptions seem to wave the reader on in the wrong direction. It is as though the interviewer were scared of editing. He prefers a false ‘authenticity’ to the genuine authenticity his intelligence and sympathetic interpretation ought to provide (sympathetic to the reader as well as the person interviewed). So a new and wonderfully fertile crop of misunderstandings soon grows rank enough to hide whatever sense was meant.5





One takes his point, yet sampling, with appropriate caution and regard for dating and context, the wonderfully fertile crop of explanatory comments found in Bunting’s interviews and letters does not interfere with ‘whatever sense was meant’ in the poems themselves, which in the beginning and end stand on their own.


It will be noticed that I rely heavily – and with great gratitude – upon the work of Makin, Forde, Lesch, and Burton, among others, for this material. While doing so is not in itself an original contribution to scholarship, I am sure that my bringing together and organizing this material from disparate sources as it bears upon individual poems is useful and unprecedented. Publication of Bunting’s letters now seems possible; Alex Niven is, at the time of this writing, editing a selection. A volume of Bunting’s collected prose would be very valuable, but at this time there seems to be no edition in preparation.


The annotations in this edition are supplemented with publishing histories which document appearances of poems in each of Bunting’s books, as well as in periodicals and books printed during Bunting’s lifetime; when there are citations in Guedalla’s standard bibliography of Bunting I give these. I have verified all bibliographical information in my publication histories and section of textual variants, except in the case of one issue of a periodical which I was unable to find, Grok 2 (19 May 1967), 5 (cited by Guedalla as item D28), relating to ‘Darling of Gods and Men, beneath the gliding stars’, as noted in the section of Textual Variants.


As mentioned earlier, both the OED and EDD have been consulted. Bunting foresaw this kind of research, and tried to hedge against it in interviews and elsewhere, for example when writing to decline an invitation to write an introduction for a volume of Pound’s early poems:




No doubt it is fitting that maggots consume us in the end, or at least the rubbish we scatter as we go; but I’d rather leave the lid on my dustbin and the earth on my friend’s graves. — Piety takes curious forms: the toenail clippings of Saint What’s His Name are revered. I don’t think religion is much advanced by that. It would be more profitable, more to his glory, to throw away some of the poems Pound printed than to print those he threw away himself. — I apologise for my lack of sympathy for the industrious compilers.6





The significance of this is not just that Bunting thought that book learning would interfere with transmission of the poem’s sound-meaning. Bunting considered himself above all a Northumbrian, and believed that ‘Northumbrian is only a spoken language.’7 In his view, for instance, the reading of Northern poets in a ‘southron’ voice had led to misapprehensions such as regarding Wordsworth ‘as a Romantic poet rather than an eighteenth-century poet … the music of the poetry has been lost simply because his southern readers can’t hear it’.8




Nobody had thought of standard English in Wordsworth’s time. He spoke as a Northerner, in spite of the years spent in Cambridge, London and Somerset. In such a Northern way that Keats and Hazlitt found it hard to follow his conversation, and though he did not compose in dialect, he composed in his own voice aloud. His music is lost if his poems are read in Southern English, and no doubt that is why so many critics imagine he had none.9





But, as Quartermain observes, ‘there are problems. Bunting is both outside and inside the culture / the koiné at the same time, using what he subverts, subverting what he uses. But it is not an ironic relationship, and his linguistic, syntactic and formal stance is not finally satiric. It is compositional.’10 In order to illuminate this relationship, it is justifiable to explore the Northern roots of Bunting’s poetic vocabulary. And while Bunting professed to eschew the language of books, preferring ‘any dialect of English or any other spoken language to the six-six-sixth generation of bastard Latin’,11 he was extremely well and widely read, as both his work and the contents of his personal library reveal. In fact, an additional purpose for consulting the OED and EDD is that their citations often coincide with works Bunting knew very well; these citations constantly elucidate his relationship with Northern literature: the Lindisfarne Gospels, Ælfred, the sermons and homilies of Ælfric (said by S. A. J. Bradley to ‘manifest a … poetic structure’12), Bede, Mandeville, Burns, Scott and others recur. So do the names of such great ‘southrons’ as Spenser, Milton, Dryden and Tennyson. The tension – and symbiosis – between North and South figures throughout Bunting’s work, and so it does in my annotations.


Textual variants


Bunting destroyed, on principle, many and perhaps most of his early drafts and fragments. Working versions of poems can, however, be found among the many letters he wrote to Louis Zukofsky held by the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin; and surviving manuscript materials are preserved in the Basil Bunting Poetry Archive at Durham University and in a handful of other places. It is unfortunate that hardly any proof material can be located for consultation. As Curator of Poetry, I acquired for the Woodberry Poetry Room at Harvard University proof material Bunting apparently saw for his contribution to the Active Anthology, but he never received any for Poems: 1950. He seems to have marked up a typescript of The Spoils for publication, and this supplies a dropped line from the poem whose loss seems not to have bothered Bunting, because he never restored it; variants are relatively minor. The Fulcrum Press archive has not been located as of this writing, and Oxford University Press does not preserve proof material, though they hold an editorial file on the Collected Poems of 1978 which has been valuable. Although he issued specific instructions to the publisher of the 1985 Collected Poems, Bunting did not live to read proofs for that edition.


The principle at work in this edition is to represent all versions published in Bunting’s book collections; those disseminated in any other form which involved Bunting’s direct involvement; and first published appearances of poems. Variants from editions of Bunting’s work as printed are therefore presented, and so are variants from a number of other sources: work in the typescript Caveat Emptor, which was intended for publication but which did not see print; first appearances of poems in periodicals (though it should be noted that some poems were simultaneously printed in different magazines) or monographic anthologies; versions printed in anthologies edited by Ezra Pound and Louis Zukofsky, whom Bunting habitually consulted during the work of revision; and versions represented in audio and video recordings of poetry readings given by Bunting. In addition, variant draft material published by Forde with Bunting’s cooperation in The Poetry of Basil Bunting (1991) is accounted for, as are variants for this material discussed by Quartermain in his books and essays. A full variant version of ‘The Well of Lycopolis’ (sent in a letter to Zukofsky in 1935) is included in the Fragments and False Starts section, because it is so different from the published version and is among the few extant complete draft texts; similarly, I present a slightly longer version there of ‘On the Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’. Finally, this edition features, as Appendix I, a reproduction of a typescript draft of the first three movements of what Bunting called ‘The Fifth Sonata’, which eventually became The Spoils, to provide a rare illustration of Bunting’s working methods.


It may be argued that presenting variants from poems published in literary magazinesis not useful, since rather than true variants they may be mistakes introduced through editorial negligence or by the poet’s having been unable to see and approve his work before publication. I do include these as variants, for two reasons. First, it is impossible in many cases to determine whether variants represent changes or editorial mishaps because Bunting destroyed as much draft material as he could, and because marked-up proof material is apparently non-existent. Second, including these variants tells an important story. It is a significant aspect of the poet’s life that until the end of his life, his work was issued from small presses whose well-intentioned but inexperienced publishers did not always print the texts accurately; moreover, he seldom had the luxury or opportunity (or, arguably, the inclination) to correct each error in the printing of his work. That Bunting’s work has so often been published defectively is a poignant and crucial fact about the circumstances of his life and the fate of his work; it is also a reflection upon twentieth-century small-press publishing and Anglo-American literary culture.


The formula I use to present textual variants is as follows: I] 1 Briggflatts. indicates that the Roman numeral I is given as the Arabic numeral 1 in the Fulcrum Press edition of Briggflatts. (Note that variants in punctuation of section numbers are given.)


II. The Work


The beginning of Basil Bunting’s adult career as a poet is marked by the publication of ‘Villon’ in the October 1930 issue of Poetry; his work appeared thereafter in a variety of literary magazines, but substantial book publication did not ensue for some time. The first published collection of his poems was the small 1930 pamphlet Redimiculum Matellarum, privately published in Milan and subsidized by Margaret de Silver, widow of a wealthy American businessman; the title is intended to mean ‘A Necklace of Chamberpots’. This pamphlet received just one review, from Louis Zukofsky (though Ezra Pound mentioned it, getting the title as Redimiculum Metellorum, in the Cantos, LXXXIV). The number of copies printed is unknown, but very few exist. The Beinecke Library at Yale University owns the copy that belonged to William Carlos Williams, and another is held by the Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin; Bunting himself only had two copies in the end, one of which would be sold to a collector by Fulcrum Press publisher Stuart Montgomery in 1976 when Bunting needed money. This first and necessarily modest gathering contains the germ of an organizational scheme Bunting would use in all subsequent collections: ‘Villon’ appears in its own section, followed by poems in a group named ‘Carmina’ (in homage to Horace), followed in turn by a group headed ‘Etcetera’. In the book’s preface, Bunting wrote, ‘These poems are byproducts of an interrupted and harassed apprenticeship. I thank Margaret de Silver for bailing me out of Fleet Street: after two years convalescence from an attack of journalism, I am beginning to recover my honesty.’


Bunting’s work fared better in anthologies during the early 1930s. ‘To a POET who Advised me to PRESERVE my Fragments and False Starts’, ‘Crackt Records’ numbers one and two, and ‘Reading X’s “Collected Works”’ were included in Sherard Vines’s Whips & Scorpions: Specimens of Modern Satiric Verse, published by Wishart in 1932. More significantly, that same year a collection of poems by the contributors to Louis Zukofsky’s ‘Objectivists’ issue of Poetry for February 1931 appeared: An ‘Objectivists’ Anthology, edited by Zukofsky and published by To Publishers in Paris and New York; the volume contained Bunting’s ‘Attis: Or, Something Missing’.


During this period Bunting’s friend Ezra Pound featured Bunting’s work in two anthologies. Profile, published in 1932 in Milan, presented excerpts from ‘Villon’, and Active Anthology, published by Faber & Faber in October 1933, included a generous selection: excerpts from ‘Villon’ as well as eleven other poems. Unfortunately, Profile was limited to 250 copies, and 750 of the 1,516 sets of sheets for Active Anthology were lost in a bombing during World War II, making it, in the end, a rather rare book.


While in Tenerife in 1935, Bunting prepared a 120-page typescript collection titled Caveat Emptor; it features ‘Villon’ along with ‘Aus Dem Zweiten Reich’, ‘How Duke Valentine Contrived’, ‘Jenghis’, ‘Gin the Goodwife Stint’ and ‘The Complaint of the Morpethshire Farmer’ as separate poems, followed by a ‘First Book of Odes’, which generally combines the sections previously titled ‘Etcetera’ and ‘Carmina’, rounded out with ‘Chomei at Toyama’ and ‘Attis: or, Something Missing’ as separate poems. In a five-part appendix, Bunting provides notes for the first time; they supplement his translations (of Machiavelli, Hafiz and Kamo-no-Chomei) and the poems ‘Villon’, ‘Jenghis’, ‘Attis: Or, Something Missing’, as well as three of the Odes. A mock ‘bibliography’ is provided, consisting solely of an entry for Redimiculum Matellarum, and an annotation: ‘Out of print a month after publication. The contents have been absorbed into this volume, with the exception of a preface and two epigraphs.’ Moreover, there is a revealing list of acknowledgments:




T. Lucretius Carus, Muhammad Shamsuddin Shirazi Hafiz, Maslahuddin Shirazi Sadi, Q. Horatius Flaccus, Charles Baudelaire, François Villon, Niccolo Machiavelli, Kamo-no-Chomei, Jenghis Khan, G. Valerius Catullus, Clément Marot, Jesus Christ, Dante Alighieri and anonymous peasants for loans; as well as to Jonathan Swift, François de Malherbe, Ernest Fenellosa, Louis Zukofsky and Ezra Pound for advice and guidance; besides all the poets who ever were before me, particularly those I have read: but the editors who bought some of these poems at inadequate prices or printed others without paying anything I need not thank. On the contrary, they should thank me.





Despite trying for two years, he was unable to find a publisher for Caveat Emptor. As a result, Bunting’s first comprehensive book publication would not come until the Cleaners’ Press edition of Poems: 1950. The book is particularly significant because, as Caddel observes, ‘Here we find for the first time the basic arrangement (Sonatas: Odes: Overdrafts), and to a great extent the sequence of poems which was to be worked on and added to over the next 35 years.’13 The book also includes a reconfigured section of Bunting’s notes to the poems, which he retained with few alterations thereafter.


Poems: 1950 was compiled by Dallam Simpson, also known as Dallam Flynn, a disciple of Ezra Pound who had begun publication of a magazine, Four Pages, in Galveston, Texas, for the purpose of spreading Pound’s views; Simpson published Bunting’s work on Pound’s suggestion. The text of the poems in the book is unreliable because Bunting was in Persia while it was in preparation; almost completely uninvolved with the project, he could not see or correct proofs. On 12 November 1950, Bunting wrote in understatement to Zukofsky, ‘There are a number of misprints: Few vexing.’ Perhaps worse, the book’s preface consisted of Simpson’s peculiar attempt to sound off in Poundian style on the state of British poetry; for example, in answering John Berryman’s negative assessment of young British poets, Simpson wonders which poets are referred to: ‘Perhaps he means Mr. Eliot? But no, one recalls now and then, that Eliot was American, is British only now, by virtue of documents of citizenship, an affiliation with anglo-catholicism, and a rapport with an assortment of notables, persons of peerage, etcetera.’14 Bunting later described this preface to Forde as ‘florid, effusive as John Barrymore’, and said he saw the book only after someone else had corrected the proofs and cut out parts with a penknife.15 According to Guedalla the book was printed in an edition of 1,000, not all of which were bound; there was a later issue, published by John Kaspar and David Horton, who acquired unbound copies from the Cleaners’ Press and reissued them in their Square Dollar series with their own paper covers pasted down on the end pages. Since the back cover includes excerpts from reviews by Hugh Kenner and Thomas Cole, which appeared in Poetry for September 1951, these copies were issued after that date. Kaspar and Horton were among those who befriended Ezra Pound at St Elizabeths Hospital. Guedalla also claims that Eliot considered a Faber & Faber edition of the book, but wanted the preface removed – however, Bunting ‘felt that, as Simpson had taken the trouble to compile and edit the book, the preface should remain’.16 According to Garth Clucas, however, the rejection was because Eliot found Bunting’s work ‘too Poundian’.17 Whatever the case, such publication never ensued, and fifteen years later in the preface to Loquitur, Bunting still wanted ‘to record my gratitude to Dallam Flynn for the edition he undertook in a more difficult time than this …’


That time was difficult because Bunting laboured in obscurity and penury; the story is told in detail in accounts of Bunting’s life by Forde, Alldritt, and especially Burton. But this unhappy period ended in 1964 when the young poet Tom Pickard – who ran the Morden Tower Bookroom at which Bunting had recently given a reading – published, at his own expense, Bunting’s long poem The Spoils, which had first appeared in Poetry 79, no. 2 (November 1951); the book was printed in 1965 by the Newcastle University printing department under the supervision of the well-known pop artist Richard Hamilton.18 Migrant Press, formed in Worcestershire by the poets Gael Turnbull, Michael Shayer and Roy Fisher, agreed to distribute the book. The first shipment of printed books was apparently lost in the postal sorting room at Birmingham en route from Newcastle to the Midlands, so a second printing, number of copies unknown (perhaps 100), was hastily completed, and sent in its place. A limited edition may also have been produced, since a copy described in a book dealer’s catalogue features a limitation statement in ink holograph on the inside rear cover: ‘This is the only signed / limited edition / 26 copies numbered A–Z / Thomas Pickard.’


By November 1965 Fulcrum Press, operated by Stuart Montgomery, a young Rhodesian, together with his wife, Deirdre, had published a collection of Bunting’s short poems, First Book of Odes. A limitation statement on the verso of the book’s penultimate leaf states that the edition was ‘limited to 175 numbered copies and 26 copies lettered A–Z and signed by the author’. But according to Guedalla, ‘the colophon is misleading. It implied 175 copies of the ordinary edition whereas these copies are divided between 125 in the ordinary edition and 50 in the special edition.’19 In addition, 26 special lettered and signed copies were produced. This selection of Bunting’s ‘Odes’ is the same as that which appears in Poems: 1950, except for the addition of ‘On highest summits dawn comes soonest …’ and ‘On the Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’. There are no notes to the poems. Fulcrum ended the year with a Christmas keepsake, which printed ‘Three Michaelmas daisies’ (which would become the second poem in the ‘Second Book of Odes’ – not a separate book, but a section Bunting added to collections of his poems from 1968 on).


In December 1965 Fulcrum published Loquitur, a comprehensive collection of Bunting’s poems which presented Bunting’s selection from his earlier work including the contents of First Book of Odes. As Bunting pointed out in the preface, ‘The edition of my poems which Dallam Flynn printed in Texas in 1950 is all sold, and Stuart Montgomery thinks there are still people curious to read them who cannot find a copy.’ In addition to recording his appreciation for his earlier publisher, he acknowledged his ‘continual debt to the two greatest poets of our age, Ezra Pound and Louis Zukofsky’. According to the book’s colophon, ‘None of these poems have previously appeared in a book by the author in Great Britain. This edition was limited to 1,000 copies, 200 bound in cloth and 26 specially bound, lettered A–Z, signed by Bunting. The design of the book and of the cover was by Richard Hamilton.’ Actually, 224 ordinary copies, 200 special copies in black cloth boards, and 26 special signed copies in black leather boards were produced.20


Loquitur retained the structure initiated in Poems: 1950 and, as Caddel remarks, ‘extended the range and tinkered the sequence’ of Bunting’s poems ‘towards its final form’.21 Bunting explained in the preface:




I have taken my chance to add two or three and take one away; to read the proofs more carefully than I could when I was in Teheran and my publisher in Texas; to insert a couplet in the Odes and promote The Orotava Road from limbo to its chronological place amongst them, which has obliged me to renumber many; and to give the book a title to replace the off-hand label by which it has been known or unknown for fifteen years.





In 1965 Bunting composed a long poem, Briggflatts; in June, Bunting sent the poem to Poetry, where it was accepted for publication. It was read before the public for the first time at Tom and Connie Pickard’s Morden Tower Bookroom in Newcastle in December 1965, and appeared in the January 1966 issue of Poetry. The poem was published in book form in February 1966 by Fulcrum Press, correcting a few errors in the Poetry version. The book, designed by Stuart Montgomery and handset and printed at the Goliard Press in London, featured two illustrations, printed in red dots, in a design crudely resembling illuminations in the Lindisfarne codex. The edition included 224 ordinary copies, 100 special copies in black cloth boards, and 26 in red leather boards, lettered A–Z, and signed by Bunting. Fulcrum then produced 3,000 copies of a second edition in paperback in December 1966, featuring a photograph of Bunting by Richard Hamilton on the front cover and a commendatory comment by Sir Herbert Read on the back; a second impression hardback in 500 copies followed in November 1967, along with a second impression paperback edition. The poem appeared in all subsequent editions of Bunting’s collected poems.


After Briggflatts, Bunting mostly wrote short poems, many of which would figure in what he came to call the ‘Second Book of Odes’. In 1967, a hand-sewn pamphlet, Two Poems, was published in an edition of 250 copies, of which 30 were numbered and signed by the poet on the occasion of his poetry reading on 27 May 1967 at the Unicorn Book Shop in Santa Barbara, California; it was printed by Jeffrey Sorenson and Alan Brilliant at Unicorn Press, and featured ‘Birthday Greeting’ and ‘All you Spanish ladies’ (‘Carmencita’s tawny paps’). The same year, another pamphlet, containing ‘What the Chairman Told Tom’, was published by William Ferguson for the Pym-Randall Press in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in an edition of 200 numbered and 26 lettered copies. According to Guedalla, the signed, lettered copies indicate that six were printed for James Randall, five for William Ferguson, and fifteen for Bunting himself.


In 1968, Bunting compiled recent work in a new section ‘Second Book of Odes’, which was combined with the contents of Loquitur, The Spoils, and Briggflatts for the Fulcrum Press Collected Poems, published with a dust jacket designed by the well-known painter Barnett Newman. In the book’s preface, Bunting remarked, ‘A man who collects his poems screws together the boards of his coffin. Those outside will have all the fun, but he is entitled to his last confession. These verses were written here and there now and then over forty years and four continents. Heaped together they make a book.’ He again acknowledged a range of poets, saying of his poetry:




If I ever learned the trick of it, it was mostly from poets long dead whose names are obvious: Wordsworth and Dante, Horace, Wyat and Malherbe, Manuchehri and Ferdosi, Villon, Whitman, Edmund Spenser; but two living men also taught me much: Ezra Pound and in his sterner, stonier way, Louis Zukofsky. It would not be fitting to collect my poems without mentioning them. With sleights learned from others and an ear open to melodic analogies I have set down words as a musician pricks his score, not to be read in silence, but to trace in the air a pattern of sound that may sometimes, I hope, be pleasing. Unabashed boys and girls may enjoy them. This book is theirs.





He also specifically thanked the staff of Poetry, ‘whose editors have been kind to me one after another’.


The book was published in two editions of 1,000 copies, along with 150 signed copies that featured a silk-screen print of the Newman cover design tipped in; a second edition of 2,000 followed in 1970 (this included an errata slip), along with a paperback printing of 2,000 copies. An unknown number of copies were eventually distributed in the USA by Horizon Press.


The increasing interest in Bunting’s work at this time is evidenced by the publishing history of the 1969 poem ‘Version of Horace’, a translation of Horace, Odes, II. 14. It was published in Make 9 (n.d. [?1969]); and in the Sunday Times (14 December 1969), which reproduced it from an autograph manuscript under the heading, ‘A new poem by Basil Bunting’; and appeared once again in Agenda (Autumn–Winter 1970), now under the title, ‘Eheu fugaces, Postume, Postume’. The poem was published as a pamphlet (‘limited to three hundred numbered copies of which two hundred and fifty are for sale’) in November 1972 by ‘Guido Londinensis, former Master of The Latin Press, at the dynastic Officina Mauritiana at present established in Holborn, London’. This was actually Guido Morris, who had run the Latin Press in St Ives between 1946 and 1953. The poem was also printed as a broadside in an edition of 100 signed copies by Mark Bernhardt at the Sterling Memorial Library’s Bibliographical Press in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1976.


In 1978, the Fulcrum Press Collected Poems served as the basis for a corrected and expanded Collected Poems published by Oxford University Press. Bunting augmented the preface with a succinct new comment, dated 1977, that, ‘A new edition of this book has given me a chance to put right a few words and stops the compositor got wrong, and to add four short new poems. A fifth seemed better lost.’22 Either Bunting or OUP destroyed any marked-up sheets; while OUP does not preserve proof material, their archive does hold an editorial file on the book23 that reveals much about Bunting’s approach to preparing new editions of his work.24 In a letter of 8 October 1976, he noted that he had doctored a Fulcrum edition to prepare ‘a correct copy of my collected poems’ into which he ‘gummed 4 new ones at the proper place (one of them had to be folded in because there was no convenient place to gum it)’. As Bunting described in the preface, textual changes were minimal; ‘“Literals” etc. occur on pages 21, 26, 31, 44, 61, 71, 83, 96, 110, 140 and in the table of contents.’ He added that ‘a total of 11 lines needing resetting is not, I think, much, if you decide to use offset, plus the 4 new poems, all short, which will, of course, entail changes in the table of contents and the supplementary preface, and consider whether the new poems require new Notes probably not.’ According to OUP archivist Dr Martin Maw, beyond ensuring that the poems appeared in the proper order Bunting apparently did not give additional instructions for the book.25 OUP produced 1,750 ordinary paperback copies, along with 2,250 hardback copies. The book was reprinted several times, including an American issue.


In 1985, the last year of Bunting’s life, a so-called ‘first American edition’ of the Collected Poems was prepared for publication by Moyer Bell Limited of Mount Kisco, New York; 1,000 copies were printed. The verso of the title page states that it was published ‘by arrangement with O.U.P. and Basil Bunting’. The book reproduced the wording of Bunting’s prefaces to the 1968 and 1978 editions, and added one more brief comment: ‘There is one solitary short poem that I have added to the collected volume.’ That poem, ‘Perche no spero’, was now poem 12 in the ‘Second Book of Odes’. An introduction supplied by Bunting’s friend Jonathan Williams explained that ‘Jennifer Moyer and Britt Bell, the publishers, spent an afternoon with BB at Whitley Chapel only ten days before his death, and they have heeded his wishes: just the one extra poem.’26 Bunting’s editorial involvement with the printing was necessarily minimal. An uncorrected proof copy has surfaced for sale; and scrutiny of the text reveals some printed variants from earlier editions that are almost certainly errors, not revisions.


Bunting had excluded from his collections a poem called ‘The Pious Cat’, credited by him to ‘Obaid-e Zakani (and Basil Bunting)’. According to Caddel, Bunting ‘intended this fable to be published as an illustrated book for children’.27 Work on the poem began in 1937 – the year his wife Marian left him, taking with her their two children. The poem was not published, however, until the year after Bunting’s death, by Bertram Rota in London. The edition consisted of 200 numbered copies and ten presentation copies, each accompanied by a copy of the original Persian poem in a pocket. The book presents two versions: one set from Bunting’s typescript, which includes a note dating the poem ‘1939–77’ – the earlier date is a transcription error – and a facsimile autograph manuscript version which includes a note dating the poem ‘1937–77’. (Another, slightly variant, manuscript is held in the Basil Bunting Poetry Archive, Durham University Library, hereafter known as Durham.) This poem was later included, in slightly modified form, in my volume Bunting’s Persia.


From Loquitur through the 1985 Collected Poems, Bunting also consistently excluded a number of poems and translations he had published in periodicals. In 1991 Caddel collected this work, along with two poems which are juvenilia, and two limericks, in the Oxford University Press volume, Uncollected Poems. The Collected Poems and Uncollected Poems were combined in the 1994 Oxford University Press Complete Poems with the intent of bringing all of Bunting’s poetry together in a single volume. The book was reset for publication in 2000 by Bloodaxe Books, and was accompanied by a two-cassette selection of Bunting’s readings of his work. An American edition, entirely reset but not corrected, was published in paperback by New Directions in 2003. The Bloodaxe and New Directions volumes of Bunting’s poetry were the last comprehensive editions of his work until the present volume.





It is important to note that the posthumous publication of work Bunting did not himself collect was at first controversial, given the poet’s strict editing of his own oeuvre. However, as Tony Baker wrote in 2000, fifteen years after Bunting’s death:




Caddel presents convincing arguments for the inclusion of material that Bunting, at the time of his death, had not included in the complete poems. Bunting, who famously pruned chunks from Shakespeare’s sonnets, was the severest of editors. If he preserved work it was not because he was casual about his manuscripts; everything printed here Bunting chose to publish or circulate at one time or another. Caddel has respected Bunting’s own arrangement of the poems and has presented the uncollected work separately. If all this makes Bunting turn in his grave then I think we can only placate his crusty ghost by offering it a glass of rum and relishing the reading of the poems. For ultimately it’s what Bunting wanted – that we should relish the reading of the poems.28





Baker’s point is underwritten by a remark Bunting himself made shortly before his death to his friend Colin Simms. Asked about collecting his work in one volume, ‘And not a very big volume,’ Bunting commented, ‘I think there are one or two other things which might be added, say a few more pages, but after I am no longer in the way.’29


I hope that this edition both respects and embodies this sentiment. Above all, I hope to have rectified anomalies in the printing of Basil Bunting’s poems; to have presented annotations that indicate analogues and sources for the poems; and to have demonstrated the textual and textural complexity of the poems in a way which will enhance their appreciation.


III. The Editing


Punctuation


Bunting’s use of punctuation was inconsistent, and so was his attention to its representation in his printed works. Beyond retaining Bunting’s characteristic and clearly intentional omission of apostrophes in contractions, publishers frequently and inconsistently altered his punctuation to suit house styles; at the same time, confusion sometimes resulted in gross error. It is difficult to ascertain Bunting’s intention in every case. For example, he commonly, but not invariably, used double quotes in both manuscript and typescript drafts; he also commonly, but not invariably, avoided apostrophes in contractions, for example dont, wont, wouldnt, couldnt, hadnt, wasnt, doesnt, havent, oughtnt, its. Yet ‘don’t’ is used in all versions of ‘On the Fly-Leaf of Pound’s Cantos’; it also appears in two of the ‘Uncollected Overdrafts’, as printed by Caddel, as do instances of ‘didn’t’ and ‘aren’t’. An authorized ‘aren’t’ appears in ‘What the Chairman Told Tom’, and ‘can’t’ in ‘You can’t grip years, Postume’.


Much inconsistency can be found in the printing of quotation marks. In manuscript, he usually preferred double quotes. Redimiculum Matellarum’s only use of quotation marks – in ‘Villon’ – employs double quotes. In the Caveat Emptor typescript, which Bunting apparently typed himself and which he corrected by hand, single quotes are used throughout; in this collection, when Bunting supplies missing quotation marks by hand they, too, are single quotes. Yet double quotes are used throughout the Caveat Emptor versions of ‘Aus Dem Zweiten Reich’, ‘Light of my eyes …’, and ‘The day being Whitsun …’ Poems: 1950 is not a reliable text, but double quotes are used throughout, while quotes within quotes are indicated by single quotes (for example ‘The Well of Lycopolis’) – presumably an Americanization of style in this case (though the word ‘beautiful’ appears in single quotes in the ‘Fearful symmetry’ ode). The 1965 Fulcrum Press Loquitur, which unlike Poems: 1950 was published in Britain and under Bunting’s supervision, is identical in this respect. However, with the 1968 Collected Poems, also published by Fulcrum under Bunting’s supervision, all quotation marks are single quotes with the odd exception of the final couplet in section II of ‘Attis: or, Something Missing’. It is not possible to document whether this indicates a change in Fulcrum’s house style or a change Bunting himself effected. Yet the use of single quotes – with that single exception – is retained in every following edition, including the 1985 American Collected Poems, until Caddel’s two editions of the Complete Poems, which silently eliminate the exception! Meanwhile, Rota’s edition of ‘The Pious Cat’ presents an autograph MS of that poem in facsimile, dated after 1977, as well as a typeset variant which follows a TS version of the poem from the same year; both employ double quotes.


Related inconsistencies ensue with the placement of end punctuation within or outside of quotation marks (and parentheses). Caveat Emptor is completely inconsistent in both. (Bunting’s use of the typewriter spacebar is also inconsistent, as on leaf 24, where semicolons at the end of consecutive lines are preceded by a single space in one line, and not on the next; also, he usually, but not always, follows an initial single quote by a space, but not the closing quote, and so on.) Poems: 1950 generally deploys end punctuation within quotation marks and within parentheses, though single exceptions to the latter can be found in ‘Chomei at Toyama’ and ‘They Say Etna’. Loquitur also generally deploys end punctuation within quotation marks and within parentheses, though the third-to-last stanza of ‘Chomei at Toyama’ contains a full stop outside a quotation mark. The 1968 Collected Poems encloses end punctuation within quotation marks and within parentheses except following the words ‘fabelhaft’ and ‘America’ in ‘Aus Dem Zweiten Reich’. Despite Bunting’s corrections for the 1978 Oxford Collected Poems, these inconsistencies remain in that volume, which simply redeployed the type from the earlier book, using paste-ins for the corrections. Caddel silently regularised – ‘corrected’ is his word – these for both editions of the Complete Poems.


Bunting (like Pound, though to a much lesser extent), adopted a style in both his poetry and prose in which he characteristically omitted apostrophes in contractions and indulged a tolerance for inconsistencies, as in his wavering between single and double quotation marks. These have been retained in the poems in the present edition, of course, but also in quotations from correspondence and other prose when they occur.


Other inconsistencies exist. In the Collected Poems of 1968, 1978 and 1985, and in the two editions of the Complete Poems, ‘Mr’ appears in Bunting’s late poem ‘What the Chairman Told Tom’, alongside the use of ‘Mr.’ in ‘How Duke Valentine Contrived’. The earliest appearance of the latter poem in Caveat Emptor does not employ the full stop, yet it turns up first in Poems: 1950 and lingers through Loquitur and the ensuing volumes: Bunting never corrected or changed it in editions of his work prepared under his supervision. It appears possible that this is a holdover from Poems: 1950 – but there is too little evidence to justify an alteration.


For the 1978 Collected Poems, as noted, Bunting made a number of careful revisions, and texts of his poems were generally stable from this volume forward. I therefore generally follow punctuation as it appears in this volume – and not as in the copy text Complete Poems of 2000 which modifies it – except for obvious errors, which I correct. This leaves the question of punctuation in previously published poems Bunting excluded from the 1978 Collected Poems but which Caddel collected after Bunting’s death. For these Caddel usually retains punctuation from published sources, and I follow this practice. I have examined the punctuation in each original publication of these poems and corrected obvious errors or changes for house style. For poems first published in Uncollected Poems and the 2000 Complete Poems, I follow Caddel entirely. In the case of ‘The Pious Cat’, I follow the later TS version as presented in Rota. In my edition, variants are not given for dashes, and in the presentation of the texts, em-dashes with surrounding spaces are used for consistency’s sake. All corrections and emendations of punctuation are noted.


Turnovers and indents


Because Bunting sometimes used an occasional long line within stanzas that featured otherwise short lines, compositors have sometimes run into problems setting these lines. Corrections could be long in coming, as with ‘The Well of Lycopolis’. Poems: 1950 prints the long line ‘“What have you come for? Why have you brought the Goddess? You who’ as two separate lines, with a break between ‘the’ and ‘Goddess’. The lines are printed this same way in Loquitur – an edition in which Bunting specifically aimed to correct problems in Poems: 1950 – and in the 1968 Collected Poems. But documentation in the archives of Oxford University Press shows that Bunting requested a correction of this for the 1978 Collected Poems, where the words, ‘Goddess? You who’ are at last printed as a turnover, which is how they appear in all subsequent editions including this one. As late as the 1985 Collected Poems, the compositor of ‘Attis: Or, Something Missing’ mistakenly ran on the first instance of the poem’s refrain, ‘to Dindyma’, though the other two were printed properly.


In one case, Bunting actually changed a turnover line to an indented line. In Ode I. 13, as first published in Poetry and as typed in Caveat Emptor (where it is Ode XVIII), the words ‘Kuala Lumpur’ are indented deeply towards the right margin, clearly run over from the previous line. But in Poems: 1950 the two words migrated flush left to become a separate line, and there they have remained in every subsequent publication of the poem, apparently with Bunting’s blessing. Of course, Bunting himself sometimes introduced indents in the process of revision, as in the case of the Caveat Emptor version of ‘Aus Dem Zweiten Reich’, which contained no indents. The greatest case of confusion about turnovers can be found in the Whips & Scorpions version of ‘Yes, it’s slow, docked of amours’, where almost all the lines of the poem snarl together, as if the compositor despaired of ever understanding where and why lines were intended to break. Fortunately, subsequent printers and printings of this poem did not suffer so.


In the textual variants for this edition, unambiguous turnovers are not indicated but problems like those mentioned here are noted.
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THE POEMS























SONATAS



























Villon







I




He whom we anatomized


‘whose words we gathered as pleasant flowers


and thought on his wit and how neatly he described things’


speaks


5 to us, hatching marrow,


broody all night over the bones of a deadman.







My tongue is a curve in the ear. Vision is lies.


We saw it so and it was not so,


the Emperor with the Golden Hands, the Virgin in blue.


10 (— A blazing parchment,


Matthew Paris his kings in blue and gold.)







It was not so,


scratched on black by God knows who,


by God, by God knows who.







15 In the dark in fetters


on bended elbows I supported my weak back


hulloing to muffled walls blank again


unresonant. It was gone, is silent, is always silent.


My soundbox lacks sonority. All but inaudible


20 I stammer to my ear:


Naked speech! Naked beggar both blind and cold!


Wrap it for my sake in Paisley shawls and bright soft fabric,


wrap it in curves and cover it with sleek lank hair.







What trumpets? What bright hands? Fetters, it was the Emperor


25 with magic in darkness, I unforewarned.


The golden hands are not in Averrhoes,


eyes lie and this swine’s fare bread and water


makes my head wuzz. Have pity, have pity on me!







To the right was darkness and to the left hardness


30 below hardness darkness above


at the feet darkness at the head partial hardness


with equal intervals without


to the left moaning and beyond a scurry.


In those days rode the good Lorraine


35 whom English burned at Rouen,


the day’s bones whitening in centuries’ dust.







Then he saw his ghosts glitter with golden hands,


the Emperor sliding up and up from his tomb


alongside Charles. These things are not obliterate.


40 White gobs spitten for mockery;


and I too shall have CY GIST written over me.







Remember, imbeciles and wits,


sots and ascetics, fair and foul,


young girls with tender little tits,


45 that DEATH is written over all.







Worn hides that scarcely clothe the soul


they are so rotten, old and thin,


or firm and soft and warm and full —


fellmonger Death gets every skin.







50 All that is piteous, all that’s fair,


all that is fat and scant of breath,


Elisha’s baldness, Helen’s hair,


is Death’s collateral:







Three score and ten years after sight


55 of this pay me your pulse and breath


value received. And who dare cite,


as we forgive our debtors, Death?







Abelard and Eloise,


Henry the Fowler, Charlemagne,


60 Genée, Lopokova, all these


die, die in pain.







And General Grant and General Lee,


Patti and Florence Nightingale,


like Tyro and Antiope


65 drift among ghosts in Hell,







know nothing, are nothing, save a fume


driving across a mind


preoccupied with this: our doom


is, to be sifted by the wind,







70 heaped up, smoothed down like silly sands.


We are less permanent than thought.


The Emperor with the Golden Hands







is still a word, a tint, a tone,


insubstantial-glorious,


75 when we ourselves are dead and gone


and the green grass growing over us.





II




Let his days be few and let


his bishoprick pass to another,


for he fed me on carrion and on a dry crust,


mouldy bread that his dogs had vomited,


5 I lying on my back in the dark place, in the grave,


fettered to a post in the damp cellarage.


              Whereinall we differ not. But they have swept the floor,


there are no dancers, no somersaulters now,


only bricks and bleak black cement and bricks,


10 only the military tread and the snap of the locks.


              Mine was a threeplank bed whereon


I lay and cursed the weary sun.


They took away the prison clothes


and on the frosty nights I froze.


15 I had a Bible where I read


that Jesus came to raise the dead —


I kept myself from going mad


by singing an old bawdy ballad


and birds sang on my windowsill


20 and tortured me till I was ill,


but Archipiada came to me


and comforted my cold body


and Circe excellent utterer of her mind


lay with me in that dungeon for a year


25 making a silk purse from an old sow’s ear


till Ronsard put a thimble on her tongue.


              Whereinall we differ not. But they have named all the stars,


trodden down the scrub of the desert, run the white moon to a schedule,


Joshua’s serf whose beauty drove men mad.


30 They have melted the snows from Erebus, weighed the clouds,


hunted down the white bear, hunted the whale the seal the kangaroo,


they have set private enquiry agents onto Archipiada:


What is your name? Your maiden name?


Go in there to be searched. I suspect it is not your true name.


35 Distinguishing marks if any? (O anthropometrics!)


Now the thumbprints for filing.


Colour of hair? of eyes? of hands? O Bertillon!


How many golden prints on the smudgy page?


Homer? Adest. Dante? Adest.


40 Adsunt omnes, omnes et


Villon.


Villon?


Blacked by the sun, washed by the rain,


hither and thither scurrying as the wind varies.





III




Under the olive trees


walking alone


on the green terraces


very seldom


5 over the sea seldom


where it ravelled and spun


blue tapestries white and green


gravecloths of men


Romans and modern men


10 and the men of the sea


who have neither nation nor time


on the mountains seldom


the white mountains beyond


or the brown mountains between


15 and their drifting echoes


in the clouds and over the sea


in shrines on their ridges


the goddess of the country


silverplated in silk and embroidery


20 with offerings of pictures


little ships and arms


below me the ports


with naked breasts


shipless spoiled sacked


25 because of the beauty of Helen


precision clarifying vagueness;


boundary to a wilderness


of detail; chisel voice


smoothing the flanks of noise;


30 catalytic making whisper and whisper


run together like two drops of quicksilver;


factor that resolves


                      unnoted harmonies;


name of the nameless;


35                      stuff that clings


to frigid limbs


                      more marble hard


than girls imagined by Mantegna …







The sea has no renewal, no forgetting,


40 no variety of death,


is silent with the silence of a single note.







How can I sing with my love in my bosom?


Unclean, immature and unseasonable salmon.





1925



























Attis: Or, Something Missing







SONATINA




Dea magna, dea Cybele, dea domina Dindymi, procul a mea tuus sit furor omnis, era, domo: alios age incitatos, alios age rabidos.





I




Out of puff


noonhot in tweeds and gray felt,


tired of appearance and


disappearance;


5 warm obese frame limp with satiety;


slavishly circumspect at sixty;


he spreads over the ottoman


scanning the pictures and table trinkets.







(That hand’s dismissed shadow


10 moves through fastidiously selective consciousness,


rearranges pain.)







There are no colours, words only,


and measured shaking of strings,


and flutes and oboes


15 enough for dancers.


…. …. …. reluctant ebb:


           salt from all beaches:


disrupt Atlantis, days forgotten,


extinct peoples, silted harbours.


20 He regrets that brackish


           train of the huntress


driven into slackening fresh,


expelled when the


           estuary resumes


25 colourless potability;


           wreckage that drifted


in drifts out.







‘Longranked larches succeed larches, spokes of a


stroll; hounds trooping around hooves; and the stolid horn’s


30 sweet breath. Voice: Have you seen the


fox? Which way did he go, he go?


There was soft rain.


I recollect deep mud and leafmould somewhere: and


in the distance Cheviot’s


35 heatherbrown flanks and white cap.







Landscape salvaged from


evinced notice of


superabundance, of


since parsimonious


40 soil …..


                      Mother of Gods.’







Mother of eunuchs.







Praise the green earth. Chance has appointed her


           home, workshop, larder, middenpit.


45           Her lousy skin scabbed here and there by


           cities provides us with name and nation.







From her brooks sweat. Hers corn and fruit.


           Earthquakes are hers too. Ravenous animals


           are sent by her. Praise her and call her


50           Mother and Mother of Gods and Eunuchs.





II


(Variations on a theme by Milton)




I thought I saw my late wife (a very respectable woman)


coming from Bywell churchyard with a handful of raisins.


I was not pleased, it is shocking to meet a ghost, so I cut her


and went and sat amongst the rank watergrasses by the Tyne.







5 Centrifugal tutus! Sarabands!


music clear enough to


pluck stately dances from


madness before the frenzy.


Andante …. …. Prestissimo!


10 turbulent my Orfeo!


A tumult softly hissed


as by muted violins,


Tesiphone’s, Alecto’s


capillary orchestra.


15 Long phrases falling like


intermittent private voices


suddenly in the midst of talk,


falling aslant like last light:


VENGA MEDUSA


20 VENGA


MEDUSA SÌ L’FAREM DI SMALTO


Send for Medusa: we’ll enamel him!







Long loved and


too long loved, stale habit, such decay of ardour,


25 love never dead, love never hoping, never gay.


Ageslow venom selfsecreted. Such shame!







The gorgon’s method:


                      In the morning


clean streets welcomed light’s renewal,


30 patient, passive to the weight of buses


thundering like cabinet ministers


over a lethargic populace.


Streets buffeted thin soles at midday,


streets full of beggars.


35 Battered, filthily unfortunate streets


perish, their ghosts are wretched


in the mockery of lamps.







And O Purveyor


of geraniums and pianos to the Kaiserin!


40 the hot smell of the street


conversing with the bleat


of rancid air streaming up tenement stairways!







Gods awake and fierce


stalk across the night


45 grasping favour of men,


power to hurt or endow,


           leave to inhabit


figure and name; or skulk


from impotence in light’s


50           opacity.


Day hides them, opaque day


hides their promenades; night


reveals them stalking


           (VENGA MEDUSA)


55            passionately.







Polymnia


keeps a cafe in Reno.


Well, (eh, Cino?)


I dare no longer raise my eyes


60 on any lass


seeing what one of them has done to me.


So singlehearted, so steady


never lover, none so humble.


She made a new youth lord of her.


65 I lower my eyes. I say:


‘I will not look on any,


maybe all are jilts.’





III


Pastorale arioso


(falsetto)




What mournful stave, what bellow shakes the grove?


O, it is Attis grieving for his testicles!


Attis stiffening amid the snows


and the wind whining through his hair and fingers!







5 ‘Pines, my sisters, I, your sister,


chaffered for lambs in the marketplace.


I also won the 14 carat halfhunter goldwatch


at the annual sports and flowershow.


The young girls simpered when I passed.


10 Now I am out of a job. I would like to be lady’s-maid


                       to Dindyma.







Pines, my sisters, I, your sister,


tended the bull and the entire horse.


Pensive geldings gape stale adolescence religiously,


15 yearning for procreative energy;


call it God. I sat amongst the atheists,


I was bankrupted by affiliation orders


who now bow my chaste vegetable forehead


<                      to Dindyma.







20 Pines, my sisters, I, your sister,


parch in calm weather, swelter in Scirocco, sway in northwind,


I am passive to the heave of spring.


In the season I will pay my phallic harvest


                      to Dindyma.







25 Dindyma! Dindyma!


The wraith of my manhood,


the cruel ghost of my manhood,


                      limp in hell,


leapt sleeplessly in strange beds.


30 I have forgotten most of the details,


                      most of the names,


                      and the responses to


                      the ithyphallic hymns:


                      forgotten the syntax,


35                      and the paradigms


grate scrappily against reluctant nerves.







(Oh Sis!


I’ve been ’ad!


I’ve been ’ad proper!)







40 Shall we be whole in Elysium?


I am rooted in you,


                      Dindyma!


           assure me


           the roses and myrtles,


45           the lavish roses,


           the naively


           portentous myrtles,


corroborate the peacock.







(I’ve been ’ad!)’







50 To whom Cybele:


           ‘The peacock’s knavery


           keeps you in slavery.


           The roses cheat


           you, butcher’s meat.


55           The myrtles’ pretence


           offends commonsense.


           Yet a muse defrauds


           the Mother of the Gods.


           Ponder this allegorical


60           oracle.’







                      Attis his embleme:


                      Nonnulla deest.





1931



























Aus Dem Zweiten Reich







I




Women swarm in Tauentsienstrasse.


Clients of Nollendorferplatz cafés,


shadows on sweaty glass,


hum, drum on the table


5           to the negerband’s faint jazz.


Humdrum at the table.







Hour and hour


meeting against me,


efficiently whipped cream,


10 efficiently metropolitan chatter and snap,


transparent glistening wrapper


           for a candy pack.







Automatic, somewhat too clean,


body and soul similarly scented,


15 on time,


rapid, dogmatic, automatic and efficient,


ganz modern.







‘Sturm über Asien’ is off, some other flicker …


Kiss me in the taxi, twist fingers in the dark.


20 A box of chocolates is necessary.


I am preoccupied with Sie and Du.


           The person on the screen,


divorced and twenty-five, must pass for fourteen


for the story’s sake, an insipidity


25 contrived to dress her in shorts


and a widenecked shirt with nothing underneath


so that you see her small breasts when she


often bends towards the camera.


Audience mainly male stirs,


30           I am teased too,


I like this public blonde better than my brunette,


           but that will never do.


— Let’s go,


arm in arm on foot over gleaming snow


35 past the Gedächtnis Kirche


to the loud crowded cafés near the Bahnhof Zoo.







Better hugged together (‘to keep warm’)


under street trees whimpering to the keen wind


over snow whispering to many feet,


40 find out a consolingly mediocre


neighbourhood without music, varnished faces


bright and sagacious against varnished walls,


youngsters red from skating,


businessmen reading the papers:


45 no need to talk — much:


what indolence supplies.


‘If, smoothing this silk skirt, you pinch my thighs,


that will be fabelhaft.’





II




Herr Lignitz knows Old Berlin. It is near the Post Office


with several rather disorderly public houses.


‘You have no naked pictures in your English magazines.


It is shocking. Berlin is very shocking to the English. Are you shocked?


5 Would you like to see the naked cabarets


in Jaegerstrasse? I think there is


nothing like that in Paris.


Or a department store? They are said to be


almost equal to Macy’s in America.’





III




The renowned author of


more plays than Shakespeare


stopped and did his hair


with a pocket glass


5 before entering the village,


afraid they wouldnt recognize


caricature and picturepostcard,


< that windswept chevelure.







Who talked about poetry,


10 and he said nothing at all;


plays,


and he said nothing at all;


politics,


and he stirred as if a flea


15 bit him


but wouldnt let on in company;


and the frost in Berlin,


muttered: Schrecklich







Viennese bow from the hips,


20 notorieties


contorted laudatory lips,


wreaths and bouquets surround


the mindless menopause.


Stillborn fecundities,


25 frostbound applause.





1931



























The Well of Lycopolis









cujus potu signa


virginitatis eripiuntur





I




Advis m’est que j’oy regretter







Slinking by the jug-and-bottle


swingdoor I fell in with


Mother Venus, ageing, bedraggled, a


half-quartern of gin under her shawl,


5 wishing she was a young girl again:


‘It’s cruel hard to be getting old so soon.


I wonder I dont kill myself and have done with it.







I had them all on a string at one time,


lawyers, doctors, business-men:


10 there wasnt a man alive but would have given


all he possessed


for what they wont take now free for nothing.


I turned them down,


I must have had no sense,


15 for the sake of a shifty young fellow:


whatever I may have done at other times


on the sly


I was in love then and no mistake;


and him always knocking me about


20 and only cared for my money.


However much he shook me or kicked me I


loved him just the same.


If he’d made me take in washing he’d


only have had to say: ‘Give us a kiss’


25 and I’d have forgotten my troubles.


The selfish pig, never up to any good!


He used to cuddle me. Fat lot of good it’s done me!


What did I get out of it besides a bad conscience?


But he’s been dead longer than thirty years


30 and I’m still here, old and skinny.


When I think about the old days,


what I was like and what I’m like now,


it fair drives me crazy to


look at myself with nothing on.


35 What a change!


Miserable dried up skin and bone.







But none of their Bacchic impertinence,


medicinal stout nor portwine-cum-beef.


A dram of anaesthetic, brother.


40 I’m a British subject if I am a colonial,


distilled liquor’s clean.


It’s the times have changed. I remember during the War


kids carrying the clap to school under their pinnies,


studying Belgian atrocities in the Sunday papers


45 or the men pissing in the backstreets; and grown women


sweating their shifts sticky at the smell of khaki


every little while.


Love’s an encumberance to them who


rinse carefully before using, better


50 keep yourself to yourself.


What it is to be in the movement!


‘Follow the instructions on page fortyone’


unlovely labour of love,


‘or work it off in a day’s walk,


55 a cold douche and brisk rub down,


there’s nothing like it.’


Aye, tether me among the maniacs,


it’s nicer to rave than reason.’







Took her round to Polymnia’s, Polymnia


60 glowering stedfastly at the lukewarm


undusted grate grim with cinders


never properly kindled, the brass head of the


tongs creaking as she twitched them:


‘Time is, was, has been.’


65 A gassy fizzling spun from among the cinders.


The air, an emulsion of some unnameable oil,


greased our napes. We rhymed our breath


to the mumble of coke distilling.







‘What have you come for? Why have you brought the Goddess? You who


70 finger the goods you cannot purchase,


snuffle the skirt you dare not clutch.


There was never love between us, never less


than when you reckoned much. A tool


not worth the negligible price. A fool


75 not to be esteemed for barren honesty.


Leave me alone. A long time ago


there were men in the world, dances, guitars, ah!


Tell me, Love’s mother, have I wrinkles? grey hair?


teats, or dugs? calves, or shanks?


80 Do I wear unbecoming garments?’







‘Blotched belly, slack buttock and breast,


there’s little to strip for now.


A few years makes a lot of difference.


Would you have known me?


85 Poor old fools,


gabbing about our young days,


squatted round a bit of fire


just lit and flickering out already:


and we used to be so pretty!’





II




May my libation of flat beer stood overnight


sour on your stomach, my devoutly worshipped ladies,


may you retch cold bile.


Windy water slurred the glint of Canopus,


5 am I answerable? Left, the vane


screwing perpetually ungainlywards.


What reply will a


June hailstorm countenance?







‘Let’s be cosy,


10 sit it out hand in hand.


Dreaming of you, that’s all I do.’


Eiderdown air, any


girl or none, it’s the same thing,


coats the tongue the morning after.


15 Answer?


If words were stone, if the sun’s lilt


could be fixed in the stone’s convexity.


Open your eyes, Polymnia,


at the sleek, slick lads treading gingerly between the bedpots,


20 stripped buff-naked all but their hats to raise,


and nothing rises but the hats;


smooth, with soft steps, ambiguoque voltu.







Daphnis investigated


bubless Chloe


25 behind a boulder.


Still, they say,


in another climate


virgin with virgin


coupled taste


30 wine without headache


and the songs are simple.


We have laid on Lycopolis water.


The nights are not fresh


between High Holborn and the Euston Road,


35 nor the days bright even in summer


nor the grass of the squares green.







Neither (aequora pontis)


on the sea’s bulge


would the ‘proud, full sail’


40 avail


us, stubborn against the trades,


closehauled,


stiff, flat canvas;


our fingers bleed


45 under the nail


when we reef.





III




Infamous poetry, abject love,


Aeolus’ hand under her frock


this morning. This afternoon


Ocean licking her privities.


5 Every thrust of the autumn sun


cuckolding


in the green grin of late-flowering trees.


I shall never have anything to myself







but stare in the tank, see


10 Hell’s constellations,


a dogstar for the Dogstar:


women’s faces


blank or trivial,


still or rippled water,


15 a fool’s image.







At my time of life it is easier not to see,


much easier to tra-la-la


a widowed tune in poor circumstances —


                      tweet, tweet, twaddle,


20                      tweet, tweet, twat.


Squalid acquiescence in the cast-offs


of reputed poetry. Here, Bellerophon,


is a livery hack, a gelding,


easy pace, easy to hire,


25 all mansuetude and indifference.







Abject poetry, infamous love,


howling like a damp dog in November.


Scamped spring, squandered summer,


grain, husk, stem and stubble


30 mildewed; mawkish dough and sour bread.


                      Tweet, tweet, twaddle. Endure


detail by detail the cunnilingual law.


‘Clap a clout on your jowl for


Jesus sake! Fy for shame!


35 After hours, is it? or under age?


Hack off his pendants!


Can a moment of madness make up for


an age of consent?’







— with their snouts in the trough,


40 kecking at gummy guts,


slobbering offal, gobbling potato parings,


yellow cabbage leaves, choking on onion skin,


herring bones, slops of porridge.


Way-O! Bully boys blow!


45 The Gadarene swihine have got us in tow.





IV




Ed anche vo’ che tu per certo credi


che sotto l’acqua ha gente che sospira.







Stuck in the mud they are saying: ‘We were sad


in the air, the sweet air the sun makes merry,


we were glum of ourselves, without a reason;


now we are stuck in the mud and therefore sad.’


5 That’s what they mean, but the words die in their throat;


they cannot speak out because they are stuck in the mud.


Stuck, stick, Styx. Styx, eternal, a dwelling.


But the rivers of Paradise,


the sweep of the mountains they rise in?


10 Drunk or daft hear


a chuckle of spring water:


drowsy suddenly wake,


but the bright peaks have faded.


Who had love for love


15 whose love was strong or fastidious?


Shadow and shadow noon shrinks, night shelters,


the college of Muses reconstructs


in flimsy drizzle of starlight:


bandy, hunchback, dot-and-carry-one,


20 praised-for-a-guinea.







Join the Royal Air Force


and See the World. The Navy will


Make a Man of You. Tour India with the Flag.


One of the ragtime army,


25 involuntary volunteer,


queued up for the pox in Rouen. What a blighty!







Surrendered in March. Or maybe


ulcers of mustard gas, a rivet in the lung


from scrappy shrapnel,


30 frostbite, trench-fever, shell-shock,


self-inflicted wound,


tetanus, malaria, influenza.


Swapped your spare boots for a packet of gaspers.


Overstayed leave.


35 Debauched the neighbor’s little girl


> to save two shillings …


muttering inaudibly beneath the quagmire,


irresolute, barren, dependent, this page


ripped from Love’s ledger, and Poetry’s:


40 and besides I want you to know for certain


there are people under the water. They are sighing.


The surface bubbles and boils with their sighs.


Look where you will you see it.


The surface sparkles and dances with their sighs


45 as though Styx were silvered by a wind from Heaven.
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