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From The Mirrors






















Snares


Poetry is the subject of the poem


WALLACE STEVENS









I


They say Apollinaire wrote


culling scraps of conversation


overheard in cafes in Montmartre: cubist perspectives,


like the clippings in the journal of Juan Gris,


                                              snares


where the backdrop is sharper than the cynosure,


the foreground a bit disfigured, reduced to angles and spirals – the colours livelier in twilit windows: a clang


in the cabin of childhood – Hölderlin talked of that,


they were chambers: preceptor, red damask, Venetian mirror,


Wozu dichter in dürftiger Zeit, and Goethe would write Schiller that his young friend,


though still a bit timid and, naturally, wanting in experience


(everything in that letter’s tone makes manifest the older man’s benevolent contempt for the poetry of the younger: he had already written verses – so it struck him – far serener, or better, or if not, of a classicism such as would vouchsafe his immortality)


because classic art is imperishable: Hölderlin, in his late years, wrote to his mother


respectfully, with turns of phrase he had learned as a boy,


asking only for underwear, a pair of badly darned socks, small commonplace things,


like Rimbaud in Abyssinia, or at the sickhouse


   – Que je suis donc devenu malheureux! –


And so poets end: injured, annulled, dead-alive, and hence we call them poets.


And so? The crucifixion of a few is perhaps no more than a sign


and grandeur and death the equilibrium of others,


and Yeats’s phosphorescence (Byzantium, like a gong at twilight) the price to be paid


for him whose name was writ in water.


Because a price must be paid, you can be sure of it: Eurydice still lies dead


over the circuits and the blue of a room tepid like the carcass of a mahogany piano.


Orpheus’s world is that of the mirror’s backing: Orpheus’s fall,


like Eurydice’s journey home from Hell, the bicycles, the boys chewing gum on their way back from playing tennis,


backs red, bodies golden – and fragile – the girls in red leggings with Adriatic blue eyes sipping gin and orange,


the ones who swam nude in the novels of Pavese, and we dubbed them the topolino girls


(I’m not sure you know the topolino: it was a car fashionable, or maybe just often to be seen, in the roaring forties).


But I’m older now, even if old is not quite the right word, but the colour of gin and orange


où sont où sont the dreams that money can buy?







II


This poem is


a succession of snares: for


reader and


proofreader


and for the editor of the poem.


                         To be clear,


no one has told me what


the snares conceal, because


that would be like telling me the figure


in the carpet, and this, as


James has made clear, is not


possible.




























Systems









Poetry is


a system of rotating


mirrors, gliding harmoniously,


displacing light and shadow in the dressing room: why


the ground glass? As if talking – conversing


with tablecloths and soft music – I were to say to you, my love,


that this or that reflex is the poem,


or an aspect of it: a poem may be written


about the dead Duchess of Yekaterinburg,


and when the sun sinks red in the windows, I recall


her blue eyes… I don’t know, I’ve spent such long hours


on night trains reading crime novels


(alone in the empty house, we opened the armoires)


and one night, on the way to Berna, two men kissed in my car


because it was empty, or I was asleep, or it was dark


(hand seeks for hand, body for body)


                                   and now the glass turns


and this aspect is hidden: real and fictitious,


convention, in other words, and the things we have lived,


the experience of light in the wintertide forests,


the strain of imposing coherence – it is mirror play –


the acts that dissolve in irreality,


the yellow, the leprosy, rust; the moss that blots images,


the tar slathering the faces of the boys in canotiers,


all that died one afternoon with the bicycles,


chrome reds submerged in the cisterns


bodies (in space as in time) in slow motion beneath the waters.


(Dark like the backing of a mirror in shards, the dressing room is the axis of this poem.)




























Second Vision of March









I


People in the darkest of purlieus


with streetlamps and soot – boys who scrub chimneys by night with warm hands


and scrawl Paleolithic inscriptions on the blighted walls of the orphanage – a chamois, a serpent, the death of a mare –


and kiss and die under streetlamps at knifepoint with claqué


and the fog sops their top hats when it thickens – all oil and smoke in those homes in the port


where the white necklines rest, and the blood of the marquees, and the marriage beds,


the accordion of the bals-musette, its mistress a bit withered, blond dye-job very shoddy – but her blue eyes quite young – smoking Gauloises,


and now, with nightfall,


the flame from the becs de gaz,


                                                like the lips of a woman


   who kisses my eyelids,


because eyes only close for death or for love.







II


It’s cold in the darkest of purlieus, and still people think


of the felt hat and the Browning with rubber grips in the pocket,


because not on the first two corners, but on the third, a fist blow will shatter the glass


and the girls playing in the alley, as in an old Chaplin film


– blonde, drab jerseys, eyes the colour of sea pearl –


stifled by ribbon and lace and the murk of the metro,


when the Carrer d’Aribau was like a clip from a postwar newsreel


(the girls entombed in the Fossar de les Moreres, with the lonelyhearts column and the scent of starch in the kitchen – the after-dinner radio, like a voice from the land of the dead),


spirit, my spirit, who called you to a wisteria summer?







III


Like men made whole by action, or desire,


    or a warm body in the depths of a narrow lane,


in the depths of a diorama like back in Colón,


    showing the discovery of America, in period-piece style,


    remindful of the century before –


the paper of the agaves still shifted a bit, brushed with a green dragon flashing fangs in extremis –


and all into the canoe – we furrowers of the black waters of Lethe.


So, for a time, the poem suffers the imperious necessity of designating the real


and cannot do so: is obliged to periphrasis


to allude to the transit of a summer cloud,


to the warm corolla fraying on the lips,


to the sense of nostalgia, to fear, to contact with the brume of memory,


the poem’s making and unmaking, the loss of contact with consciousness


that awaits us at a cocktail party – and already, that man in the tuxedo


is dead like an actor on the screen.


There, where word will become snare


but only so far as we wish: whether ashes or music,


it remains, perhaps, an effort of lucidity, and its simultaneity of planes


corresponds to the intricacy of experience: to wit,


there is no other way to explain that instant


between two stations, departing from Salzburg


with the lights and the tracks – a ground level shot of a child playing amid vapor – glum, glum,


and only a poem can explain the wherefores of those princely eyes on that lush with the five o’ clock shadow.


A world’s unmaking: that is grandeur,


fall who may, be it a vamp in mink furs or a classmate we remember nothing of save that his hands shook beneath his desk one summer afternoon.







IV


I have never lived the distance between what we wish to say and say,


the futility of grasping the tension of language, of conceiving


    a system of acts and words,


a body of relations between the poem as written and read.


It may be an Elotian discourse at times, I think


this poem puts in danger


one of the levels of my poetry: that is to say, this discourse shows here, all at once, the two faces of the mirror.


                                                                          I close it and it spins:


at night, lit bright in the gilded gloom, on the streets or in death,


like the rustling of the forest and its trees that fall in silence


– where, if not in my heart?




























Tropic of Capricorn









It was the first year you heard records on the beach played through speakers.


In the coffeehouses, no one talked politics, and all the men carried canes.


I can still see the red-fringed tablecloths before me.


After lunch, we had all fallen silent – you know those silences


that surge up in the midst of discussion, when the sun glints on the glasses.


Your mother was twenty-seven, and was chatting with Pilar about


how to mend some dress or other, because soon, the girl would


soon be starting school.


                                    You don’t remember,


but people on the street looked different – not like later on –


those were the years of the Glacier and the bar in the Hotel Colón. There were society people


who have vanished: Rosa Trènor was one of them,


I met her – not her, of course, but the figure she played: Carmen Broto,


who, in those years when it was windy and dark and people used to go about in gabardines,


got killed in the vicinity of my grandparents’ home and dumped in a plot with shattered bottleglass,


Carmen, the blonde who used to pull up at the Liceu in her snazzy ship of a car – the years of the maquis,


shootouts on Paral.lel, venom-faced characters,


Sabater’s death on blurred display in El Caso,


mingled with untold others: those buried alive, the drunken assassins, housemaids deflowered – it’s nothing special, you see,


on the way from Hospitalet, they waited for him with pistols,


and him or the other one, the invert, and something about an Italian


anarchist, I don’t know which. I’ve mixed all that up:


in those days I didn’t read the papers, I was out looking for work,


I had to live, and you used to come with the leather satchel we bought you to carry your books,


and the pencil case with the coloured pencils, and the things your teachers said struck you as normal,


though all that talk about the war a bit less so,


and at home we weren’t about to fill you in: we had lived it, that was enough.


Anyway, there was no point. Look,


we were happy in ’34 and we’ve even become happy again since,


because people’s nature is to be happy: the custom’s fading now, but you must remember


how you had to close the rolling shutters as a child


to get to sleep on Saint John’s Eve, what with the fireworks and the people on the rooftops,


and the world seemed to be theirs, these were people who could drink and dance and act a fool on the streets in the morning – which we either couldn’t do


or didn’t know how to – but with the barges and the mussel nets and the scent of fish and petrol


your mother and me, like young people, even if we had to go home early for you, but: shall I tell you, we kissed


under a streetlamp, same as the couples at the fairgrounds


and in the bumper cars?


                                     Everything is so distant to me now,


I no longer remember: nothing, the cup of milk on


the nightstand must have gone cold, I’ll have to warm it up


on the burner. This milk has cream in it,


and not the old kind, still, with this taste,


like chemicals, I don’t know; the houses aren’t the same


nor the records nor the people, not even you – nor the sky,


which turns softer now and pinkish at twilight,


tender and warm like the body of a woman, with muffled brilliance,


and how now, when you walk down the street, you never think


that these agonising lights or my gaze – and yet it is me, look


    close, in the smoke-filled bars, in a red tie


I still remember it, the terraces with dovecotes,


it’s not true that we return to the longings of our youth: if it were, I would once more yearn


for Mercè, the girl with braids who played with me on the rooftop,


because of the view – nothing special, believe me, a city dusty and disgraced – and we rode red bikes


and there was something doing, who knows what, between my grandmother and aunt,


even if I never did long for Mercè; for me, women were


something strange, and girls of my age, especially perilous,


I don’t know, I was afraid of that world I knew nothing of,


backrooms, hide-and-seek, ironing boards, hallways, braids, modest necklines, not a hint of breast, and in the summer


those were the years when they still took me to my grandparents’ house for the village fair in Gràcia, with the carousels and stalls and shooting galleries,


but I couldn’t forget that women weren’t absent from all that, and it unsettled me a bit – it meant leaving my world of Ariosto and Salgari and entering the unknown,


which was, once I saw it, all-too known: Ariosto and Salgari both are full of the stuff –


and I liked that house of my grandparents’, with the curtains and the quality of silence and of things come to rest on the eve of the war,


my grandfather’s books in the office with the green portfolio – it was there that I first read Stendhal:


I learned nothing from him – the radio with its speaker


and the silence, the dominant impression is of silent afternoons, the house dormant,


my grandfather seated with a blanket over his legs,


raising his head to say that they always had to throw everything in his face


or to remark to me on a passage from Wuthering Heights,


and the kitchen with that special scent that excited me, I don’t know why,


that was my childhood until suddenly it foundered


and one afternoon, when they were taking me to the fair,


I burst into tears in my mother’s arms,


and never again did I return, except for visits: then, and in no other moment,


I believe my childhood ended.


    You see, it’s not so easy


and the years take everything away – this moment in the car windows with red lights on the radio recalling Sidney Bechet –


and if I told you how long – though unawares –


    my apprenticeship has been


to grant some cohesion to my dreams,


stinging gold of flesh, nostalgia, memory enkindled,


we’ve been doomed to live out inexistent years


– what will they say about that? – never has life been so unreal,


everything seems to happen in the past, and is as far away as the past,


the force of endowing life with meaning: might that not be the


primordial function


of art? – those are verses from years ago – and: is the poetic work


an interpretation we propose for what is given? I mean: is it an effort at coherence?
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