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Author’s Note





This New Selected is unusual in one respect: it follows a Collected Poems, rather than preceding it. I have included poems from all of my previous volumes, beginning with New Territory, taking a broader sampling from some than from others. I have also included some new, as yet unpublished poems. In a small number of poems I have made minor adjustments to punctuation and layout compared with the previous versions.





Eavan Boland


Stanford/Dublin 2013






















from NEW TERRITORY


1967



























Athene’s Song


for my father









From my father’s head I sprung


Goddess of the war, created


Partisan and soldiers’ physic –


My symbols boast and brazen gong –


Until I made in Athens wood


Upon my knees a new music.







When I played my pipe of bone,


Robbed and whittled from a stag,


Every bird became a lover


Every lover to its tone


Found the truth of song and brag;


Fish sprung in the full river.







Peace became the toy of power


When other noises broke my sleep.


Like dreams I saw the hot ranks


And heroes in another flower


Than any there; I dropped my pipe


Remembering their shouts, their thanks.







Beside the water, lost and mute,


Lies my pipe and like my mind


Remains unknown, remains unknown


And in some hollow taking part


With my heart against my hand


Holds its peace and holds its own.






























New Territory









Several things announced the fact to us:


The captain’s Spanish tears


Falling like doubloons in the headstrong light,


And then of course the fuss –


The crew jostling and interspersing cheers


With wagers. Overnight,


As we went down to our cabins, nursing the last


Of the grog, talking as usual of conquest,


Land hove into sight.







Frail compasses and trenchant constellations


Brought us as far as this,


And now air and water, fire and earth


Stand at their given stations


Out there, and are ready to replace


This single desperate width


Of ocean. Why do we hesitate? Water and air


And fire and earth and therefore life are here.


And therefore death.







Out of the dark man comes to life and into it


He goes and loves and dies,


(His element being the dark and not the light of day)


So the ambitious wit


Of poets and exploring ships have been his eyes –


Riding the dark for joy –


And so Isaiah of the sacred text is eagle-eyed because


By peering down the unlit centuries


He glimpsed the holy boy.






























From the Painting Back from Market by Chardin









Dressed in the colours of a country day –


Grey-blue, blue-grey, the white of seagulls’ bodies –


Chardin’s peasant woman


Is to be found at all times in her short delay


Of dreams, her eyes mixed


Between love and market, empty flagons of wine


At her feet, bread under her arm. He has fixed


Her limbs in colour, and her heart in line.







In her right hand, the hindlegs of a hare


Peep from a cloth sack; through the door


Another woman moves


In painted daylight; nothing in this bare


Closet has been lost


Or changed. I think of what great art removes:


Hazard and death, the future and the past,


This woman’s secret history and her loves –







And even the dawn market, from whose bargaining


She has just come back, where men and women


Congregate and go


Among the produce, learning to live from morning


To next day, linked


By a common impulse to survive, although


In surging light they are single and distinct,


Like birds in the accumulating snow.






























Yeats in Civil War









Presently a strange thing happened:


I began to smell honey in places


where honey could not be.







In middle age you exchanged the sandals


Of a pilgrim for a Norman keep


In Galway. Civil war started, vandals


Sacked your country, made off with your sleep;







Somehow you arranged your escape


Aboard a spirit-ship which every day


Hoisted sail out of fire and rape.


On that ship your mind was stowaway.







The sun mounted on a wasted place,


But the wind at every door and turn


Blew the smell of honey in your face


Where there was none. Whatever we may learn







You are its sum, struggling to survive –


A fantasy of honey your reprieve.






























Belfast vs Dublin


for Derek Mahon









Into this city of largesse


You carried clever discontent,


And now, the budget of your time here spent,


Let us not mince the word: this is no less


Than halfway towards the end. Gathering


In a rag tied to a stick, all in confusion,


Dublin reverence and Belfast irony –


Now hoist with your conclusion.







Cut by the throats before we spoke


One to another, yet we breast


The dour line of North and South, pressed


Into action by the clock. Here we renounce


All dividend except the brilliant quarrel


Of our towns: mine sports immoral


Courtiers in unholy waste, but your unwitty


Secret love for it is Belfast city.







We have had time to talk, and strongly


Disagree about the living out


Of life. There was no need to shout.


Rightly or else quite wrongly


We have run out of time, if not of talk.


Let us then cavalierly fork


Our ways, since we, and all unknown,


Have called into question one another’s own.































from THE WAR HORSE


1975



























The War Horse









This dry night, nothing unusual


About the clip, clop, casual







Iron of his shoes as he stamps death


Like a mint on the innocent coinage of earth.







I lift the window, watch the ambling feather


Of hock and fetlock, loosed from its daily tether







In the tinker camp on the Enniskerry Road,


Pass, his breath hissing, his snuffling head







Down. He is gone. No great harm is done.


Only a leaf of our laurel hedge is torn –







Of distant interest like a maimed limb,


Only a rose which now will never climb







The stone of our house, expendable, a mere


Line of defence against him, a volunteer







You might say, only a crocus its bulbous head


Blown from growth, one of the screamless dead.







But we, we are safe, our unformed fear


Of fierce commitment gone; why should we care







If a rose, a hedge, a crocus are uprooted


Like corpses, remote, crushed, mutilated?







He stumbles on like a rumour of war, huge,


Threatening; neighbours use the subterfuge







Of curtains; he stumbles down our short street


Thankfully passing us. I pause, wait, 







Then to breathe relief lean on the sill


And for a second only my blood is still







With atavism. That rose he smashed frays


Ribboned across our hedge, recalling days







Of burned countryside, illicit braid:


A cause ruined before, a world betrayed.



























The Famine Road









‘Idle as trout in light Colonel Jones,


these Irish, give them no coins at all; their bones


need toil, their characters no less.’ Trevelyan’s


seal blooded the deal table. The Relief


Committee deliberated: ‘Might it be safe,


Colonel, to give them roads, roads to force


from nowhere, going nowhere of course?’







        ‘one out of every ten and then


        another third of those again


        women – in a case like yours.’







Sick, directionless they worked; fork, stick


were iron years away; after all could


they not blood their knuckles on rock, suck


April hailstones for water and for food?


Why for that, cunning as housewives, each eyed –


as if at a corner butcher – the other’s buttock.







        ‘anything may have caused it, spores,


        a childhood accident; one sees


        day after day these mysteries.’










Dusk: they will work tomorrow without him.


They know it and walk clear; he has become


a typhoid pariah, his blood tainted, although


he shares it with some there. No more than snow


attends its own flakes where they settle


and melt, will they pray by his death rattle.







        ‘You never will, never you know


        but take it well woman, grow


        your garden, keep house, good-bye.’







‘It has gone better than we expected, Lord


Trevelyan, sedition, idleness, cured


in one; from parish to parish, field to field,


the wretches work till they are quite worn,


then fester by their work; we march the corn


to the ships in peace; this Tuesday I saw bones


out of my carriage window, your servant Jones.’







        ‘Barren, never to know the load


        of his child in you, what is your body


        now if not a famine road?’



























Child of Our Time


for Aengus









Yesterday I knew no lullaby


But you have taught me overnight to order


This song, which takes from your final cry


Its tune, from your unreasoned end its reason,


Its rhythm from the discord of your murder


Its motive from the fact you cannot listen.







We who should have known how to instruct


With rhymes for your waking, rhythms for your sleep,


Names for the animals you took to bed,


Tales to distract, legends to protect,


Later an idiom for you to keep


And living, learn, must learn from you, dead,







To make our broken images rebuild


Themselves around your limbs, your broken


Image, find for your sake whose life our idle


Talk has cost, a new language. Child


Of our time, our times have robbed your cradle.


Sleep in a world your final sleep has woken.







17 May 1974



























Suburban Woman







I




Town and country at each other’s throat –


between a space of truce until one night







walls began to multiply, to spawn


like lewd whispers of the goings-on,







the romperings, the rape on either side,


the smiling killing, that you were better dead







than let them get you. But they came, armed


with blades and ladders, with slimed







knives, day after day, week by week –


a proxy violation. She woke 







one morning to the usual story: withdrawing,


neither side had gained, but there, dying,







caught in cross-fire, her past lay, bleeding


from wounds each meant for each, which needing







each other for other wars they could not inflict


one on another. Haemorrhaging to hacked







roads, in back gardens, like a pride


of lions toiled for booty, tribal acres died







and her world with them. She saw their power to sever


with a scar. She is the sole survivor.





II




                  Morning: mistress of talcums, spun


                 and second cottons, run tights


                 she is, courtesan to the lethal


                 rapine of routine. The room invites.


                 She reaches to fluoresce the dawn.


                 The kitchen lights like a brothel.





III




The chairs dusted and the morning


coffee break behind, she starts pawning







her day again to the curtains, the red


carpets, the stair rods, at last to the bed,







the unmade bed where once in an underworld


of limbs, her eyes freckling the night like jewelled







lights on a cave wall, she, crying, stilled,


bargained out of nothingness her child, 







bartered from the dark her only daughter.


Waking, her cheeks dried, to a brighter







dawn she sensed in her as in April earth


a seed, a life ransoming her death.





IV




Late, quiet across her garden


sunlight shifts like a cat


burglar, thieving perspectives,


leaving her in the last light


alone, where, as shadows harden,


lengthen, silent she perceives


veteran dead-nettles, knapweed


crutched on walls, a summer’s seed


of roses trenched in ramsons, and stares


at her life falling with her flowers,


like military tribute or the tears


of shell-shocked men, into arrears.





V




Her kitchen blind down – a white flag –


the day’s assault over, now she will shrug







a hundred small surrenders off as images


stillborn, unwritten metaphors, blank pages







and on this territory, blindfold, we meet


at last, veterans of a defeat







no truce will heal, no formula prevent


breaking out fresh again; again the print







of twigs stalking her pillow will begin


a new day and all her victims then – 







hopes unreprieved, hours taken hostage –


will newly wake, while I, on a new page







will watch, like town and country, word, thought


look for ascendancy, poise, retreat







leaving each line maimed, my forces used.


Defeated we survive, we two, housed







together in my compromise, my craft.


Who are of one another the first draft.



























The Laws of Love


for Mary Robinson









At first light the legislator


Who schooled you, creator


Of each force, each element,


Its secret law, its small print


Nature – while dawn, baptismal as waters


Which broke early in dark, began –


First saw the first of your daughters


Become in your arms a citizen.







How easy for you to have made


For her a perfumed stockade,


How easy for you to impose


Laws and structures, torts for those


Fragments which matter less and less


As all fragments, and we must bless


The child, its murderer, defend


This chaos somehow which must end







With order. But who can separate


Hatred from its opposite


Or judge which is the other’s source


Today, unless perhaps that force


Which makes your Moy in its ridge pool


Prime teenage trout for butchery,


While at the same time fulfil


The blood-tie of the tide, as we







Once new found sisters, each grown miser


With new found blood began to trade


Salmond for Shakespeare, none the wiser


Then but now I see it focus


Slowly a miracle, a closing wound.


That sisters kill, that sisters die, must mock us


Now, unless, with separate speech we find


For them new blood, for them now plead







Another world for whose horizons,


For whose anguish no reprieve


Exists unless new citizens,


And, as we found, laws of love –


We two whose very first worlds fell


Like wishes down a wishing well,


Ungranted, had we known, unwanted


Yet still there as the well is, haunted.






























O Fons Bandusiae


Horace 3: XIII









Bold as crystal, bright as glass,


Your waters leap while we appear


Carrying to your woodland shrine


Gifts below your worthiness:


Grape and flower, Bandusia,


Yellow hawksbeard, ready wine.







And tomorrow we will bring


A struggling kid, his temples sore


With early horns, as sacrifice.


Tomorrow his new trumpeting


Will come to nothing, when his gore


Stains and thaws your bright ice.







Canicula, the lamp of drought,


The summer’s fire, leaves your grace


Inviolate in the woods where


Every day you spring to comfort


The broad bull in his trace,


The herd out of the shepherd’s care.







With every fountain, every spring


Of legend, I will set you down


In praise and immortal spate:


These waters which drop gossiping


To ground, this wet surrounding stone


And this green oak I celebrate.






























Cyclist with Cut Branches









Country hands on the handlebars,


A bicycle bisecting cars


    Lethal and casual


In rush hour traffic, I remember


Seeing, as I watched that September


    For you as usual.







Like rapid mercury abused


By summer heat where it is housed


    In slender telling glass,


My heart taking grief’s temperature,


That summer, lost its powers to cure,


    Its gift to analyse.







Jasmine and the hyacinth,


The lintel mortar and the plinth


    Of spring across his bars,


Like globed grapes at first I thought,


Then at last more surely wrought


    Like winter’s single stars







Until I glimpsed not him but you


Like an animal the packs pursue


    To covert in a forest,


And knew the branches were not spring’s


Nor ever summer’s ample things,


    But decay’s simple trust.







And since we had been like them cut


But from the flowering not the root


    Then we had thanks to give –


That they and we had opened once,


Had found the light, had lost its glance


    And still had lives to live.
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