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THE COLLECTED POEMS OF ANTHONY BURGESS


John Anthony Burgess Wilson (1917–93) was an industrious writer. Through over fifty published books, thousands of essays, and countless other drafts and fragments, he articulated the struggles, freedoms and changes that he saw around him, and predicted many more to come. Perhaps his most famous example is A Clockwork Orange (1962), originally an indifferently-received novella which was later adapted into a controversial film by Stanley Kubrick, and provided Burgess with plentiful opportunities to explain his particular artistic vision. The linguistic innovations of that novel, the strict formal devices used to contain them, and its remarkable range of themes are all firmly present in Burgess’s poetry.


Now he no longer appears on our screens, it is easy to forget that Burgess was an irrepressible international literary figure whose work was disseminated through the mass media of the 1970s and 1980s. He was many things at once, some of them seemingly irreconcilable. There are in fact many Burgesses to choose from: novelist, composer, teacher, drinker, linguist, husband, rebel, journalist, diarist, extrovert, family man, cook, smoker, art critic, literary critic, television critic, television personality, collector of matchbooks, and – last but not least – poet. His flair for words, formal discipline, experimentalism, and fondness for variousness echoes equally through his music, his novels, his journalism and his literary criticism. These aesthetic competences are abundantly represented in this book.





THE COLLECTED POEMS OF ANTHONY BURGESS


Anthony Burgess


Edited with an introduction by Jonathan Mann





 


Per Liana e Antonio





INTRODUCTION


Anthony Burgess was a versatile and productive poet whose career began in 1935 when a few adolescent poems were published in Manchester Xaverian College’s magazine The Electron. Over the course of his career, Burgess wrote many hundreds of poems, lyrics, fragments, and occasional verses – everything from epic poetry to linguistically innovative experiments. Most of his novels include original poetry, frequently as a central plot device. This is especially evident in the Enderby novels, which feature poems written by Burgess but published under the fictional nom de plume F.X. Enderby. Notably, his words for music were heard on and off Broadway, and almost featured in a Warner Brothers film (Will!, 1968). The 1973 musical Cyrano (starring Christopher Plummer) was a commercial success thanks in no small part to Burgess’s verse. Burgess’s 1976 epic verse novel Moses was the literary product of an equally epic Italian television series. Likewise, the verses and songs from Burgess’s Man of Nazareth (1979) arose out of a collaboration with the award-winning film and television director Franco Zeffirelli. His poetry career ended with a remarkable novel in verse (Byrne, posthumously published 1995), whose form was borrowed from Byron.


In his autobiography You’ve Had Your Time, Burgess says he sent his poems to T. S. Eliot, who sent back a mildly approving letter of rejection. Whilst that letter remains unfound, another letter in a private collection shows that, in 1954, Burgess’s poetry was subject to the formal scrutiny of another literary critic. Gareth Lloyd-Evans, a noted Shakespearean scholar, judged Burgess’s poetry as a part of a competition held by his local newspaper. Burgess won the competition, and saw his work published on the front page of the Banbury Guardian on 27 May 1954. In his note to the winner, the judge praised Burgess’s imagery and linguistic innovation, but found his rhythm a little shaky. The short note is (so far) the only available review of Burgess’s earlier poetry by an informed contemporary critic, who found:




These are very accomplished poems indeed, and I suspect you are an old hand at the game. Have you published? If you haven’t, then you ought to, immediately. I find your imagery particularly exacting – e.g. in Sonnet 1. The image of the cock is brilliant. The ‘idea’ in Sonnet 1 is simple enough, but your language has given it a depth (almost a mystery) which is most satisfying. You might look over your rhythm again – it is occasionally jerky – noticeably so in Sonnet 2 where the transition from line 8 to 9 is rhythmically awkward. Congratulations on two first rate poems which easily take the prize.





The critical note is signed ‘G.L.E.’. The two sonnets in question were ‘A dream yes, but for everyone the same’ and ‘They lit the sun, and their day began’, part of the Revolutionary Sonnets sequence. Writing about this competition, Burgess notes that the newspaper regretted having to publish his poems. ‘What the readers of the Banbury Guardian made of this sonnet’, he says, ‘was never recorded’.1


Another analysis of a Burgess poem came from the poet himself in the 1970s. Perhaps as a literary joke, Burgess reviewed a poem by F.X. Enderby in They Wrote in English, an anthology of major Western writers.2 That poem is ‘Garrison Town, Evening’ (see p. 00). As the only available example of Burgess explicating his own poetry at length, it is worth reproducing here:




The opening line is a reminiscence of the opening line of a song by Henry Purcell – ‘Nymphs and shepherds, come away.’ The scene is a town in which a great number of soldiers are stationed in wartime. In the evening they emerge from their barracks and look for girls, who are willing to be looked for. Thus, Faunus, the god of fertility or certainly physical love, uncovers what was hidden during the day – the libido, or human will. This reminds the poet of the philosopher Schopenhauer, who taught that the only real thing in nature was a huge impersonal Will, or ‘Wille,’ that created illusions or phenomena or representations (‘Vorstellungen’) which we take for reality. The ‘Wille’ is a cinema projector, and it projects these ‘Vorstellungen’ (German for cinema shows) on to a screen. The projector is also a penis, and also a pig’s snout, thoroughly bestial. Pigs thrust their snouts into the earth, looking for truffles. Low girls, or doxies (an Elizabethan term), instead of being ill-favoured and pimply, become matt, smooth, silver screens. The projectors or penises of the soldiers, expressive of the great natural Will, shine light [on] them which makes them appear attractive. Their ‘trappings of the sport’ are those physical appurtenances which are engaged in the act of sex. An ejaculation is achieved, and it is likened to a fiery rocket shooting high into the air. At the moment of ejaculation the girls seemed at their most beautiful. But there is an immediate revulsion of ‘tristia post coitum’, and this is likened to the theory of another German philosopher, Spengler, who in his ‘Decline of the West’ says that all civilisations decay, tracing a falling curve or parabola.3





The decision to include and review the poetry of his fictional alter ego may have been a literary joke, or a convenient way to explain a favourite own poem. Either way, it demonstrates that Burgess wished to explain the poem. It was not the first time he reviewed his own work. In 1968, Burgess lost his job at the Yorkshire Post when he supplied an unflattering review of Inside Mr Enderby. Later, in This Man and Music (1982), Burgess discussed his own poetry again in his analysis of a novel with verse interludes, Napoleon Symphony (1974). This time, though, there was no trickery; readers knew it was Burgess reviewing Burgess. His short analysis does not explain how the language of the poems functions, but it does name T.S. Eliot, Tennyson and Gerard Manley Hopkins as key influences for the work.


The fictional poet F.X. Enderby remains a core connection between Burgess’s novels and poetry. All the way through the four Enderby novels (published in 1963, 1968, 1974 and 1984), Burgess’s poetry is described as written by the eponymous poet. This raises a question about authorship that has only been tackled in passing by a few critics of Burgess’s poetry, and remains unresolved. In a 2003 article, the French writer and critic Sylvère Monod – who edited a short selection of poems for the journal TREMA in 1980 – points out that Burgess was a poet in his own right, and one with an already long poetic career by 1980. While he admits to initially overlooking the Enderby/Burgess authorship issue, Monod focuses his attention on exploring the Enderby poems simply as plot devices in the novels. However, the discipline and linguistic inventiveness of the poetry suggests it is more than just functional plot-matter. As Kevin Jackson puts it in his foreword to Revolutionary Sonnets (2002), ‘a man who set scant if any store by verses he had composed more than thirty years earlier would hardly have troubled to embed them so prominently’. In a foreword to the essay collection Anthony Burgess and Modernism (2008), David Lodge tackles the identity problem by simply focusing on Enderby as the author. Viewing Enderby as a modernist poet, Lodge compares Enderby to William Empson or Edward Thomas. Lodge and Monod, then, provide some brief commentary on Burgess’s Enderby poems, but do not fully define the relationship between Enderby and Burgess.


Laurette Véza – also writing in TREMA in 1980 – explores how Burgess’s influences are frequently echoed in the Enderby poems. Unlike Monod, Véza seems to separate Burgess from Enderby. She describes Burgess as a formalist poet who loves words, not emotion, praising the word play and clarity of the Enderby poems. In exploring this relationship between allusion and lucidity, she highlights how the Enderby poems seem to verge on parody, deciding that such parody is related to cultural heritage. Véza’s critical appraisal passes comment on the poems in their own right, and not just as plot devices. Usefully, Véza emphasises the difference between the fictional poet Enderby and the actual poet Burgess.


Although they are substantial, the Enderby poems are only part of Burgess’s career as a poet. In the 1970s especially, Burgess’s long-form poetry found large audiences away from the Enderby books. He was at his most productive in this form between 1974 and 1976, although long poems had featured in his novels The Worm and the Ring (1961) and One Hand Clapping (1961). In just two years, Burgess published Moses and Napoleon Symphony, as well as including the long poem ‘Augustine and Pelagius’ in The Clockwork Testament. Then, in 1975, Burgess published another long poem (‘In Memoriam Wystan Hugh Auden KMT’) in the Mark Twain Journal.


To be sure, writing much is no qualification for greatness in itself. And yet, Burgess’s poetry manages to combine sheer volume with linguistic ambition, frequently achieving equal levels of success. Indeed, the current corpus would be an impressive collection for one who had simply focused on being a professional poet. Given that – by the 1970s – Burgess had achieved fame and fortune as a journalist, translator, prolific novelist, visiting lecturer and vociferous literary critic, it is tempting to ask how he managed to produce such varied and voluminous poetry in between everything else. Moreover, longer poetry within Napoleon Symphony, ABBA ABBA, Moses, and – later – Byrne reveals Burgess as a fastidious formalist with a sharp eye for literary tradition and a keenness to exploit the quirks of the English language to the full. His poetry of the 1970s is enormous and enormously ambitious. In his poetry as much as his novels, he is unafraid to play with the words of his literary predecessors. Moreover, following T.S. Eliot especially, Burgess was keen to unite old traditions with modern sensibilities. In this way, the poetry records or extends the multiplicity of styles and traditions he devoured with such delight. No wonder Malcolm Bradbury’s obituary of Burgess described him as a ‘postmodern storehouse’. His poetry – like the rest of his literary and musical endeavours – moves the borders of western traditions. Especially in these more expansive works, Burgess’s regard for poetic tradition is so strong that it is sometimes hard to hear his own voice in among the celebratory echoes of other poets. Yet, the scale of the enterprise, alongside the regard for literary history, offers his readers a unique opportunity to explore nothing less than this.


Revolutionary Sonnets (2002), edited by Kevin Jackson, introduces Burgess’s poetry to the general public via a small selection of previously-published verse, following a brief but extremely helpful introductory essay. This compact edition contains miscellaneous poems and poem fragments as well as extracts from Moses (1976). These are presented alongside translated verse and libretti, including Cyrano de Bergerac (1971 and 1985), Oberon (1985), Carmen (1986), and Oedipus the King (1972). Jackson’s edition does not include any unpublished works from the archives, such as ‘The End of Things’ or ‘An Essay on Censorship’. Nor is there any reference to St. Winefred’s Well. A notable editorial decision in Jackson’s selection is to ‘hand the daunting task of editing The Complete Poems of Anthony Burgess on, with all good wishes to someone who finally has the nerve to tackle it’. He does, though, identify some poets who he believes are influential to Burgess. Eliot, William Empson, and Ezra Pound are found to be likely influences, along with ‘perhaps a jigger or two of Robert Graves’. Jackson’s edition is brisk, entertaining, and shines a light on some notable representative samples while avoiding archival adventures.


The present collection is the first to bring Burgess’s significant poetic works into one volume. However, readers may be surprised to learn that the present edition is technically the fourth attempted collection of Burgess’s poetry. In February 1978, a J.J.W. Wilson contacted Burgess to propose an anthology based on the poems published in The Serpent, Manchester University’s student magazine. This would have included eight poems by Burgess, alongside other poets’ work4, and would have been called Juvenilia. Wilson proposed that he and Burgess share 40% of the fees, with 60% going to the other contributors. The other poets would have been Peter Cadle, Ashley Merlin Cox, and John Allan Wilson (the John A. Wilson who appears in Little Wilson and Big God), all former Manchester University students. In a later letter to Burgess from April 1978, Wilson notes that he has asked Glenda Jackson to write a short introduction, no doubt hoping to boost sales. Signalling Burgess’s evident ambitions to have a reputable publisher commit his work to print, Wilson says he ‘sent a copy of the typescript to Frank Pike of Faber & Faber as you suggested’, who – in a later phone call – said the anthology would probably not see publication. Pike was, of course, correct.


Two years after Wilson’s proposed anthology, a short collection by the French literary journal TREMA (1980) gave a handful of poems exposure to a limited specialist readership. The third, twenty-two years after that, Revolutionary Sonnets (Carcanet, 2002), made good ground in representing the range while acknowledging its incompleteness. The present fourth published collection, then, adds to at least thirty-seven years of Burgess scholarship, including around eighteen years of my own. Despite its long genesis, the present collection remains a work in progress, given that new material is frequently being discovered around the world. It is likely that even more Burgess poems will have been uncovered after Collected Poems is published. Perhaps they will be previously unknown poems, or ‘new’ versions of poems included in the present edition that further help us understand Burgess’s compositional processes. Perhaps another verse novel will appear, or yet another verse play. Editors of Burgess have to be resilient and organised in the face of his sometimes overwhelming posthumous productivity.


In an obituary published in the Independent on Sunday, Malcolm Bradbury called Burgess a ‘postmodern storehouse’. However, Burgess was also a key component of the literary marketplace. His archival papers reveal a professional writer whose poetic ambition was mirrored by his large (and mostly extant) library. His literary criticism was erudite and relevant. That is to say, Burgess’s poetry articulates the multiplicity of traditions, forms, and styles of his time, some of which were arguably pushed forward by his plentiful contributions. Projects such as ‘Belli’s Blasphemous Bible’, Moses, and ‘An Essay on Censorship’ crucially combine respect for traditional forms, epic intention, and linguistic experimentation. More modestly-sized works such as Revolutionary Sonnets and many other individual pieces share this combination, but in an artfully compressed way. Both the shorter and the longer poems speak to his modernist influences. Burgess’s linguistic gifts are equally balanced in a hundred or a hundred thousand words.


The present new and representative collection brings together more than four hundred pieces. One fifth of this work is published here for the first time, including the major poem ‘An Essay on Censorship’ (1989). In addition to that large ‘new’ work is a number of hitherto unpublished sonnets and occasional verses.


Where possible, Collected Poems (including ‘Belli’s Blasphemous Bible’) draws on material that is either archived, or in first edition out-of-print novels. Manuscripts have been sourced from two archives. Roughly sixty percent comes from the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin. The rest comes from the International Anthony Burgess Foundation (IABF) in Manchester; this remarkably useful collection has received substantial investment recently, and its catalogue has been made available online. The IABF also has most of Burgess’s own books. These were also inspected, and a few poems were found in inserted notes or on flyleaves. The present book is the first time Burgess manuscript material from the Austin and Manchester archives have been combined into a single substantive poetry collection.


Collected Poems has been an assuredly difficult work to compile. The multitude of manuscripts and published variants – mainly resulting from Burgess’s sometimes revisionist approach to writing poetry – has presented significant editorial challenges. Where possible, the edition has drawn directly on material from the archive collections, and/or from first editions of novels, generally favouring earlier drafts. Sometimes, this has purely been for sanity’s sake. Frequently, the level of difference is only slight, and perhaps results from Burgess typing later versions from memory. For example, the first line of the short poem spoken by Sir Benjamin in The Eve of St Venus (written c. 1951, published 1964) begins ‘Heroes are dead to them’. In Burgess’s Banbury diary (1954), the poem begins ‘Heroes are dead to us’. In this case, the earlier version not only works better as a self-contained stanza, but also seems more generalizable. Complexities concerning which version to use are especially present in the poems that were eventually reused in Byrne (such as ‘The Music of the Spheres’), but which have differing words and punctuation. Here, earlier forms have been used. A multiplicity of these sorts of decisions have been made, and the endnotes provide brief accounts where appropriate.


Collected Poems features a long sequence of bawdy and mainly biblical sonnets from a manuscript titled ‘Belli’s Blasphemous Bible’. Burgess also called this ‘Belli’s Bible for Blasphemers’; there are two main manuscripts of these translations, and both titles are used. (I have opted for the former title, preferring its brevity.) Most of these are translations of the nineteenth-century Roman poet G. G. Belli: five of the sonnets were published in Times Literary Supplement on 23 January 1976 and the complete sequence in ABBA ABBA (1977), a novel about a theoretical meeting between John Keats and Belli. Drafts of these sonnets were handwritten in a 1974 diary, and then worked up into intermediate typewritten drafts. Although the diary shows that Burgess may have translated them in the order that is used in ABBA ABBA, the present edition follows the order of the heavily corrected typescript. This order does not greatly deviate from the sequence as it appeared in ABBA ABBA, but the endnotes provide guidance where there are variations. As Paul Howard notes5 the translation methods Burgess adopted meant that they each existed in numerous versions before their appearance in the Times Literary Supplement and the subsequent novel ABBA ABBA (1977). Given that these translations of Belli’s Romanesco sonnets were built up through layers of redrafts, it follows that the versions used in Collected Poems should be based on the far more developed sonnets that appeared in TLS and ABBA ABBA. The present sequence draws on these original manuscripts.


As well as some slight lexical variations, these intermediate drafts have different titles to those that appeared in ABBA ABBA. A full account of these differences is provided in the endnotes. The manuscript can in many respects be read as proof of Burgess’s growing confidence in his translations, since there seem to be – on the whole – fewer handwritten corrections added as the manuscript sequence develops. Moreover, Burgess seemingly worked out his line indentation system only around halfway through the ‘Bible’. Accordingly, readers will note that the shape of the sonnets visibly changes; it was decided to maintain these non-standard indentations as they help us learn more about Burgess’s poetics of space. Another striking feature of the manuscript transcriptions is that the word-choices show no particular regard for editorial conservatism. Sometimes, the rude language was amplified for the ‘final’ ABBA ABBA version. Conversely, in other places, the lexis is more conservative in the published book. The pen-corrected sequence of drafts also demonstrates that Burgess’s intentions were chiefly auditory. A peculiar example can be seen in the last sonnet in the ABBA ABBA sequence (‘The Last Judgment’). On the last line of this sonnet, ‘Er-phwoo’ – the sound of a candle being blown out – was originally written as ‘Phwoo’, and then corrected by hand. Even wind effects were subject to careful sonic reassessment; as well as a poet, Burgess was a musician.


In addition to the source manuscripts used in this edition, a large number of early handwritten translations of the Belli sonnets are held at the Harry Ransom Center archive in Austin, Texas. Additionally, early drafts can be inspected in the Burgess Foundation archive in Manchester. While many of these fragments seem quite different from the versions that were eventually published in ABBA ABBA, none of them offer a particularly elegant array of words upon the page; there are gaps in the lines and rhymes are often still to be worked out. Many sonnets have indeterminately re-worked words and phrases, and to display them here would not make for smooth reading. Hence, the later drafts were used. The sequence, then, draws on a single set of manuscripts, which presumably formed the basis for ABBA ABBA. Four other completed sonnets that are Burgess originals are included in the sequence, just as they are in ABBA ABBA (‘The Bet’, ‘Two Uses for Ashes’, ‘Privy Matters’ and ‘The orchidaceous catalogue begins’). The previously published versions of these sonnets are substantially the same as the later drafts that are held at the archive in Texas, with one exception. The poem beginning ‘The orchidaceous catalogue begins’ does not go as far as spelling out that the name in question is that of the critic Geoffrey Grigson, whereas the archive version does. The full name is restored in the present version.


There are notable exceptions to the overall sequential logic of the Belli translations. Three previously unpublished sonnets (‘Spaniards’, ‘Work’ and ‘Local Industry’) have simply been added at the end of the ‘Bible’, just before Burgess’s own sonnets from the novel. ‘Local Industry’ was originally included as part of the sequence, and appears at the end of the draft sequence, but wasn’t used in ABBA ABBA. Another two were found elsewhere, but – being bawdy sonnets that reference the trappings of Catholicism – fit in quite naturally. Unlike the other sonnets that Burgess chose to translate, they have a markedly personal tone (‘Work? Me?’), and do not directly tell biblical tales. These fruity sonnets were seemingly not produced as part of the main sequence of translations. Accordingly, it is unclear where they were meant to be placed.


Within the manuscripts used for ‘Belli’s Blasphemous Bible’ is a shorter sequence of works that were seemingly intended to be published for a larger audience, in Playboy magazine. The choice of this magazine is not as surprising as it seems. A year before Burgess started his translations6, an interview with Burgess by C. Robert Jennings appeared in the September 1974 edition of Playboy. Through this, and no doubt through his voracious general reading, Burgess would have been aware that the magazine published contemporaries such as Ian Fleming, Ray Bradbury, Roald Dahl, Norman Mailer and – much later – Vladimir Nabokov. The obscene sonnets intended for Playboy may, accordingly, have been intended as a sampler of the current work in progress. In this respect, it would have been comparable with the sequence that was published in Times Literary Supplement, although the poems selected for inclusion in Playboy were completely different. The intended selection was: ‘Joseph the Jew (II)’ ‘All About Eve’; ‘A Reply’; ‘The First Clothes’; ‘The State of Innocence’ and;‘Joseph the Jew (I)’. Ultimately, it is unclear as to why the sequence never saw publication in Playboy, but that Burgess selected works for inclusion demonstrates that he was seeking wider audiences for his translations beyond specialist literary journals.


Burgess’s verse manuscripts were either typewritten or handwritten. Many of his poems and translations (especially the Belli sonnets) are playfully illustrated, which frequently brings fun to otherwise mechanical transcription and inspection work. He seemingly wrote on any available material, including envelopes, matchboxes, scraps of card, foolscap paper, diaries and large, small, or very small notebooks. Later evidence of digital manuscripts exists in the form of printouts (including sections from Byrne and an unfinished opera about Freud); Burgess possessed an IBM personal computer, bought in 1985. The sonnet addressed ‘To Chas’ was sent to the IABF by email, and the sonnet about Agincourt derived from an image of a typescript posted online by a manuscript dealer. Sometimes, drafts appear in multiple places. Much of the work is neatly typed, especially on note-o-gram business communication forms, such as the manuscript of ‘The trouble is, you see, getting there’. The original copies of the note-o-gram sonnets are available at the IABF, and photocopies are held in the Harry Ransom Center. Burgess’s use of paper suggests a predilection for tactility, playfulness, and a creative use of space, which – regrettably – is not always easy to convey in print. Generally speaking, it seems Burgess preferred pen and paper, even though his later works were written in the era of the PC.


Deciding which poems to exclude has followed a general logic which is open to debate and may be found to be faulty. As a guiding principle, texts have been selected which have been unavailable for a long time, either because they were out of print, or because they were previously unpublished. Generally speaking, verses that appear to be deliberately bad (usually in the service of a novel’s plot) have been excluded. However, some texts in this general category are so entertaining, so rounded, or so creative that they are included here. A notable example of this is the long poem ‘Not, of course, that either of us thought’ from One Hand Clapping (1961), which – while reflecting its fictional writer’s sense of camp drama – shows a remarkable understanding of the excesses of the emerging styles of the time. Some texts, while determinedly possessing a poetic quality, are too undeveloped for inclusion and would make for uneven reading. A number of fragments, most especially from the Enderby novels, appear in an unfinished state, with words like ‘plonk’ or ‘something’ used to describe a poet’s mind at work; many of these are not included. It will be noted that Byrne is not included here, and – arguably – it should be. However, as a major work that is still in print, and one that has recently seen new editions, it is excluded. Readers are strongly recommended to read Byrne immediately after Collected Poems. The same goes for Napoleon Symphony. Likewise, with a handful of notable exceptions (mainly from The Complete Enderby), other works currently in print (usually meaning embedded within novels) are not included. A collection of the plays is expected to be published as a separate edition. Accordingly, extracts from dramatic works are not included here. Whether these omissions detract from the book, and whether the general logic of the edition stands up to scrutiny is, of course, for the reader to decide.


It is difficult to provide a neat summary of the many styles, the linguistic inventiveness, the endless formal experimentation and the bewildering expansiveness of Burgess’s poetic subjects. For all that, some readers may accuse Burgess of burning his poetic candle at both ends. Of course, his detractors were already saying that in the 1970s when he was yet to write long works like Napoleon Symphony, Byrne, ‘Augustine and Pelagius’ and the ‘Essay on Censorship’. And yet, Burgess wrote a lot of very good poetry in between other massive literary, film, and journalistic endeavours. In all of his chosen forms – poetry, music and prose – Burgess’s intention remained (mainly) serious, and the scale impressive.


Either way, Burgess’s poetry was a central part of his career as a best-selling novelist, and his verse was performed on screens and stages the world over. His poetry was seen, heard, read and watched – in cinemas and on television – by millions of people. It may be the ultimate irony that the widespread availability of the work may have obscured the fact that Anthony Burgess was, first and last, a poet. He also remains a productive writer. There is still much to surprise and delight new and existing readers. Hopefully, that includes the present work for all its faults.





 


____________________________________________________
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AN ESSAY ON CENSORSHIP



A book is perilous, a book can slay:


This is the text we ponder on today,


Hence sing the Censor, though our preference is


To swing the censer at his obsequies,


The Censor, whose twin tasks, when Rome held sway,


Were to count citizens, then make them pay,


But now whose proper function is defined


As preying not on money but on mind.


Suppression is the word: it operates


When free intelligence communicates


With free intelligence to clarify


The nature of this life beneath the sky,


Even beyond it. Image, verse or prose,


The actor’s rhetoric or nudist’s pose,


The painter’s brush-strokes or the camera’s clicks,


Whether the field be faith or politics,


The social ambit or the amorous life,


The Censor’s poised, with napalm or with knife,


Communicate with structure and in stone,


As does the architect; or else intone


A complex symphony or artless tune,


And then your skill’s theoretically immune,


Unless you were a son of Israel


In the bad German time or, sad to tell,


Your name was Wagner in the Jewish state,


Though briefly. Humanly communicate


Then fear inhuman seekers to suppress.


To freedom’s partisans this breeds distress,


Though the degree of it depends upon


The status of the functionaries who don


The censor’s robes. When small, they underline


The squirm of the parochial philistine;


When large, we shudder with proleptic fright


At a new threat to an old human right.


Authors, who eat and drink what they create,


See the prescriptions of a foreign state


As a mere aspect of a threat diffused


Wherever the free-winging word is used.


A book’s unpublished lest it may offend;


Published, its tenuous life is at an end


While libel seems to mutter. Books are burned


By activists whose muftis have not learned


The truth of Heine’s aphorism: ‘Who


Burns books will soon burn human beings too.’


Proscription can be dangerously bizarre.


In Malta, students of the scalpel are


Denied obstetric primers, for within


Are pictures that inflame and lead to sin.


As for the Marxist bloc – despite glasnost,


Bourgeois morality must not be crossed


And the whole social structure is so frail


It trembles at a breath as at a gale.


For long, in Britain, censorship has worked


In regions where the dark erotic lurked.


The genitalia, and what they do,


Or have done to them, were pronounced taboo.


No quadrilateral descriptive of


The motions of purgation or of love


Could be allowed. The foul expletive and


The fair descriptive equally were banned.


Obscene – the very word was like a sneer,


Semantically null, a sneeze of fear,


A spurt of shock confronting what was known,


Though glossed as monstrous, in a privy zone.


What decency pronounced should be concealed


Was with a frightful candour all revealed.


Strange that our Western culture should proclaim:


What grants most pleasure also grants most shame.


But the anomaly, the joy-bred guilt


Is, when you think of it, already built


Into our sad condition, for the source


Of ecstasy is also bestial, coarse,


A lowly instrument of base discharge.


Again, note, the disparity is large


Between the exaltations that we bless


And the base agent’s total ugliness.


The foul familiar must be rendered strange


– The lingam and the yoni, the whole range


Of Sigmund’s symbols before we can start


Accepting sex as matter for high art.


Ulysses and The Rainbow, Lady C.


Primed act of privy criminality,


Because of shame wrapped in what should exalt.


As for The Well of Loneliness, its fault


Lay in its sex invisible but perverse.


Love – bad enough; love between women – worse.


To declare smugly: ‘Look, the battle’s done’


Is always perilous. Wars are never won.


A truce looks like a peace. It would appear,


However, that what book is published here


Will not be banned for its erotic theme.


True, Kirkup’s poem on a soldier’s dream,


A gay centurion eyeing the Crucified


As fodder for his gaiety, was denied


The right of print, the poet punished too,


But blasphemy has always been taboo.


A whole new generation flourishes


That does not know what a book-censor is


Except as history dead and buried. Still,


Obscenity is not nor ever will


Be an archaic word. The candid show


Of love, whether heterosexual or no,


Remains a most disputable terrain,


For there is more to sex than Lady Jane,


John Thomas, Boylan, Molly Bloom, et al.


Plain eroticism soon becomes banal;


The stronger gust of sexual cruelty


Begs exploitation. And coprophagy,


Necrophily, paedophily all gape,


Along with sodomy and murderous rape,


To batten on a hard-won liberty.


Is there a limit, then, on themes that we


Submit for the high alchemy of art?


This is a question we may only start


To argue when the frontiers that persist


Between the aesthete and the moralist


Have better signposts or have none at all.


As for the law, it is unwise to call


Upon the jurist’s skill to separate


Pornography and art. Let not the State,


Only the aesthetician, work it out


And tell us what the business is about.


The writer’s business, on one level, is


Exploiting varied possibilities


In human language. There’s a trinity


Of author’s ends. We clearly see the three –


The pornographic, the didactic, and


The static or aesthetic, lie or stand


At points upon a wide continuum.


Art’s in the middle, at the far ends come


Linguistic modes freed from the artist’s aim –


The urge to educate, or else inflame.


At one end the didactic; here we seek


The treatise, large or small, on the technique


Of dice or dance, the neutron’s mysteries,


The wide, in contrast, sky’s immensities.


Appeal is made to the intelligence,


The reason, the bald brain. In consequence,


{The language must be plain, denotative,


{Transparent. No word anywhere may give


{A breath of the ambiguous, and live.


Extruded is the human tear or laugh.


Seek at the other end the pornograph,


Whose etymology means nothing more


Than this: the simple picture of a whore.


Whores, by tradition, need no other names,


Being mere items in erotic games,


And the desirable anonymous


Who, in commercial artwork, ogle us


With a bared bosom or a silk-clad calf,


Are each themselves a kind of pornograph.


But, by extension, the term covers now


The why, the which, the what, the where, the how


Of naked congress, dual, multiple,


With, if need warrants, such additional


Refinements as the pickaxe and the whip,


A luscious area for censorship.


Cocteau – or was it Gide? I am not sure –


Called pornographs one-handed literature,


A term that could, with justice, be applied


To the effusions of the other side,


For, cooking in the kitchen, we may stand


Stirring a pan, book in the other hand.


What the two genres hold in common is


One-handed, yes, but scarcely literature.


That bright commodity that sits secure,


Or nearly, between genres much preferred


By votaries of the thing and not the word,


Wishes to move, and wishes to inform,


But, more, to keep imagination warm.


{Imagination has no ready role


{In the other two. A total lack of soul


{Marks book-as-tool and not organic whole.


The object of one object is to teach,


That of the other – help the reader reach


A swift purgation, often by himself.


Restore the instrument then to the shelf.


Both types attain their stark kinetic aims


Outside, outside – in action or in flames.


But literature is different. It arouses,


Enflames the Thames, engulfs both men and houses,


Drags at the heart, excites to cathartise,


Purges within its rhythm, satisfies.


The reader, calm of mind, all passion spent,


Closes its pages, cool and near content.


True, pornograph and didact are too near


For verbal art to stay aloof and clear,


And they may, with the unskilful artist, taint,


Pollute his purposes and smear his paint.


Thus, in the fiction of the factive kind,


That fills the empty hour and lulls the mind,


The informative and pornographic meet.


Hero and heroine, beneath a sheet


Made sweaty by their amorous exercise,


Recount the history of some enterprise


Or talk of Tuscan incunabula


(The Encyclopaedia Britannica


Fills up the empty space between their ears);


They quieten the poor fact-soaked reader’s fears


That mere diversion may become a bore


By falling to their exercise once more.


The continuum is bent, the two ends are


Made one when linear grows circular.


Condemn the factual when it pretends


To be inspired by true aesthetic ends


And, similarly, literary art


Must be attacked and toughly torn apart


When it essays a propagandist aim


(Teaching again); the artist may not claim


The right to wield the pedagogic chalk,


Throw out the drama and resort to talk,


Hammer a tedious tuneless thesis, or


Endue the laurels of a senator.


And when the pornograph presumes to be


A sort of art, condemn it equally.


Do not invoke morality; your ground


Is an aesthetic one and deals with sound


And unsound literary pretensions. But


The door to moral questions is not shut.


The pornographic – is it bad or good?


It provokes onanism, as it should,


And moral theory or moral fact


Means nothing to the masturbator’s act.


Moral prescriptions never may intrude


On the amoral bliss of solitude.


But should pornography refollicate


The social act of sex, induce a state


Of mutual satisfaction, where’s the sin?


Keep out morality; let reason in.


Still, if the probing police commit to fire


Those ikons of a desperate desire,


Who will complain? So long as we ensure


The mauler’s paws are kept from literature


{Which, of its nature, is no instrument


{To gratify the onanist’s intent


{Or fire the rapist, we can be content.


We face another question now. Before


I pose it, let me travel back a score


Of years or more to a most heinous crime


Committed in the great permissive time.


Children were caught and tortured and their screams


Recorded in a montage helped by themes


Drawn from the vapid music of the age,


Then they were slaughtered coldly. Neither rage


Nor vengeance was the motive of the deed,


An acte gratuit. One killer who could read


Admitted frankly that he might have been


Infected by a glance at Sade’s Justine.


A lady, brooding on iniquity,


Let out a scream and screamed: ‘If only we


Could save one child from lethal agonies


By burning every book that was or is,


We should not hesitate,’ implying thus


The thing we knew – that books are dangerous.


Literature, certainly, is meant to hurt,


Seeking not to confirm but to subvert,


To prick complacency, but not to kill:


Here the perverted, not subverted will


Which, heaven be praised, is rare, can be impelled


To sin by what tradition has long held


To be not evil but beneficent.


Take, for example, the Old Testament,


Root of our culture, bright theophany,


Source of corruption for one man, for he,


Eyes misted by the steam of sacrifice,


Contrived his own sublunar paradise


By knifing children in Jehovah’s name.


Even the Catholic mass has garnered blame


For hinting anthropophagy to one


Who sought an intimate communion


By slaying all the women that he could


To drink their blood. ‘In God’s eyes it was good,’


God being he. We cannot legislate


For the unsullied children of the State


In terms of what will make the bad man worse,


The madman madder. The whitecoated nurse


Sequesters what is clearly venomous


To him but is pure meat and drink to us.


A boy reads Hamlet and is justified


In consummating family homicide.


And so let muted Hamlet join the banned.


The eye that reads King Lear directs the hand


That pulls a pair of streaming jellies out.


That books are instigators we must doubt,


Along with visual versions of the same,


Since they but copy life. Life is to blame.


The question I postponed I now present:


Does writing have an ethical intent


Even while taking Wilde’s prescript to heart –


That art’s created for the sake of art?


All right – we know that Pater said it first.


Dear Oscar was remiss enough to burst


The shackles of Paterian constraint,


Making repentant Dorian slash the paint.


He would not shatter, even if he could,


The bond that bolts pure beauty to the good.


For art proclaims nobility at best,


At worst a sick desire of being blest.


If its implied morality is not


The one that Church and State alike allot,


This is because it claims a wider scope


And stresses love much more than faith and hope.


No novel ever written praised the bad,


Diminished sanity and raised the mad


Except for some ironical effect.


Creators of necessity elect


{Creation not destruction as their theme,


{Fulfilment of a larger moral dream


{Than waking life is able to esteem.


And this condition is not blemished if


Out of the woodwork should exude a whiff


Of pure diablerie. Our William Blake


Sought to exalt hell just for heaven’s sake,


Finding in fire an energy to heat


Cold bottoms stuck to heaven’s judgment seat,


Or, if you will, a passion that might thaw


Enmarbled reason frozen into law.


The law must trust the artist: only he


Or she proclaims the human. And if we


Shudder at evil steaming from a page,


Then we must damp our moralistic rage,


Remembering that evil must be shown


Only that good may be the better known.


The battle is engaged. The winning side


Is not foreknown, but victory is implied


Even for the victim, should the victim be


Symbolic of a large humanity.


Art may imply, but not directly speak,


Scorning the straight path, prizing the oblique,


Hinting in elegance, loathing to shove


Us bodily into the lake of love.


Love. Now religion. A much graver theme


Confronts us. To begin, let us blaspheme.


Jesus, the bastard of a drunken brute,


Was gotten on the village prostitute.


His followers were active sodomites


Who dragged in Judas to their dark delights.


The heavenly kingdom was not for the just


But just the devotees of lawless lust.


{Read this, and then re-read it. Having read,


{Do not heap hot damnation on my head,


{But add inverted commas and ‘he said’.


I may have written this, but on behalf


Of some fictitious sneerer whose foul laugh


A fictional believer counters thus:


‘Your fiction is so vilely blasphemous


You damn yourself to darkness.’ The reply?


‘Christ was a liar and he taught a lie,


A bastard brat, son of a fucking whore,


His words a drunkard’s belch and nothing more.’


Our world is built of opposites. Not strange


That one mind can engender this exchange,


And it’s unjust to fasten on to me


The fouler voice of the antiphony.


Imagine death and take the blame for death?


Macbeth is bad, but Shakespeare’s not Macbeth.


Turn to a later giver of God’s laws


And you may libel him with greater cause.


Mohamed claimed no heavenly origin,


And to defame his essence is no sin.


‘This shoveller of camel-droppings who


Craftily married and pretended to


Broadcast the Word from Gabriel’s microphone


– We have his word for it, but that alone –


Raped virgins under age and robbed the poor,


Corrupted Arab, Persian, Turk and Moor,


And left a bloody legacy of hate


To doubter, heretic and apostate,


A stinking rubbish dump made white with paint,


A shaitan masquerading as a saint.’


These words are mine, their import otherwise.


The gravamen of uttering them lies


With some dim personage who does not exist


Save in the fancy of the fantasist.


{We have this right – to voice the darker side;


{The devil’s sneer is there to be denied,


{To hear it lying and to say it lied.


Fanatics live by absolutist laws.


They, at this time of writing, are the cause


Of a free writer’s cowering in some den


Out of the reach, he hopes, of murderous men


Ordered to hate, but know not what they hate,


Assassins fed on hashish by a State


That re-instils the wretched image of


A God who raves for blood and not for love,


Who’re promised paradise but, better far,


Shekels for one swish of the scimitar.


For a new breed of Censor now arrives,


Equating human speech with human lives.


‘Follow our law,’ he thunders, ‘burn or ban


Whatever terrifies Islamic man,


{Even if he’s a tolerated guest


{Of polities where no faith is oppressed.


{He has the privilege of knowing best.


There is no God but Allah. Elohim,


God or Jehovah is a shadowy dim


Dull sketch of our invisibly bright One


Who tells us human revelation’s done.


For Nabi Musa, Nabi Isa fall


Before the greatest Nabi of them all.


Mohamed saw the last effulgence. Bow,


You rational future, to the Muslim now.


We hold our paynim hostages and slay


Should you oppose our word and disobey.’


Here’s the new foe of liberated speech,


Whose insolent arm presumes to stretch and reach


Beyond the confines of Islamic soil.


Allah alone, whose bounty flows in oil,


Will reign inviolate, unopposed, serene


In lands whose present God is the machine,


And churchbells yield to the muezzin’s wail


Should oil-rich Islam strike and then prevail.


Here is a slogan sanity must clutch:


‘Belief is dangerous. Don’t believe too much.’


When I was young, rocked on a papist knee,


Dense with the dogmas hammered into me,


On Rome’s authority I used to dub


The Church of England a mere cricket club,


A genteel congeries of vague belief,


Of veal-consumers scared of bloody beef,


With boyish bishops arguing unvexed


At contrary glossings of a text,


Unsure of heaven, unconvinced of hell:


‘He’s a good fellow, and ’twill all be well.’


Pragmatic England, working underground,


Contrived a creed doctrinally unsound


But geared to toleration’s mental sleep,


A creed of ‘Gently dip, but not too deep.’


Sick at the rantings of the Moloch-mouth


Of Muslim East and Baptist-bigot South,


I learn to look at faith with the mild eyes


Of tolerance and tepid compromise.


The mariner learned love of the albatross


And, we assume, the man upon the cross,


With passion bubbling from the self-same spring,


But how could anyone sincerely bring


The loving torrent of a human heart


To enigmatic God, who sits apart,


Permits his bigots to show pledges of


A dire vindictiveness, but not of love?


{That God’s removed, that God remains unknown,


{Exacts a lesser love than can be shown


{To larks, to lizards sunning on the stone,


{Our co-inheritors of blood and bone,


{The greater love reserved to man alone.


With humour, modesty, and some good will


Also much tolerance, our life can still


Invite a certain measure of content,


Provided we don’t wreck the tenement.


Give praise for pleasure, and to pain submit,


But, for God’s sake, let’s keep God out of it.


Easier said than done, you will reply,


For Blake’s old Nobodaddy in the sky,


Grown tired of spinning his self-spinning globes,


Is all too ready to endue the robes


Of the almighty State (he surely knows


His Hegel, and perhaps inspired his prose).


As ultimate authority is God,


Even the atheist sees nothing odd


In man-made structures growing numinous.


This throws our primal missile back to us –


The leader coughs; the myrmidons cry: ‘Hark,


He speaks, Lord Oracle. Let no dog bark.’


The writer’s the most canine of the lot,


Though doggedly he digs away at ‘What


True logic can exist when party’s so


Identified with State, we wish to know.


For party is, by definition, part.


A portion of the total beating heart


Which is the social whole. Through its intent


To be the polity’s embodiment,


It naturally lies and, more, denies


The right of speech to those who say it lies.’


And so the final glacial music grips


Each island that forgets its dream of ships,


With censorship the one ship in the bay,


Lies and half-lies unladed every day.


We, in a freer State, may pity those


Who wear an iron muzzle on the nose,


But, seeing man is never satisfied,


The happy censorless revolve inside


A vague nostalgia for the unhappy time


When free expression was a social crime.


In the great age of Queen Elizabeth,


Before rebellious Essex met his death,


His sad revolt was signalled by a play –


Richard the Second. ‘Now no playwright may,’


The Council thundered, ‘borrow for his plot


A phase of English history.’ So what


The cunning artists did was turn to Rome,


To Greece, and shun the chronicles of home,


Able, in fancy clothing, to display


All the preoccupations of their day.


The ingenuity the Russians showed


When Czarist hellhounds blocked the freer road


Let them say more in allegory than


Was audible to forcers of the ban.


In Britain, where a milder writ once ran,


Swift could excoriate his fellow-man


Through the bland gestures of a fairy tale,


And Orwell, his successor, could assail


A monstrous revolution with a tongue


Tuned to the blameless accents of the young.


Loss of plain speaking that decorum cut


Bred cunning. But the door of cunning shut


When the permissive portals opened wide,


And periphrastic skills were set aside.


It is not censorship we deprecate,


Only the axe and scissors of the State.


No artist is compelled to strip things bare


Because the moral right to nakedness is there.


The moral and aesthetic merge to one


In certain areas, and their union


Is given a new name – fastidiousness.


This moans a near-articulate distress


But scorns to call the policeman or the priest


To chain or else to exorcise the beast


Which bears no fangs, only a gamy stink,


A snout for the stopped privy or clogged sink


And, for the voyeur’s cash, a hungry maw.


Discretion is a virtue which no law


Enforces. An unforced consensus can


Alone sustain the dignity of man,


A dignity that artists must deride


At times lest he become too dignified.


For men in general do not spend their lives


In copulating with each other’s wives,


Crawling in crapulous vomit, plotting rape,


All mindlessly unable to escape


The engine rhythm of the dog and bitch


Or else the tumid thrill of growing rich.


The prosperous low fiction of our time


Stands charged with one unpardonable crime –


That of presenting man all shorn of his


Irreconcilable complexities,


Reduced to simple structure – a machine,


Homo politicus or sexualis, clean


Or filthy but not both. We may deplore,


May even weep, but can do nothing more.


Let indiscretion be the major sin.


The state our hidden novelist is in


He can ascribe to indiscretion, to


Not fully weighing what he had to do.


The murder of the faceless who cried out


On something they were ill-informed about,


The raving of a theocratic state


Which cried ‘Assassinate the apostate’


Were all, we think, foreseeable by a man


Raised on the Prophet, fed with the Koran,


Quick to revile the Prophet though, if so,


Sequestered, he could watch his profit grow.


Braving the threatened bomb, the ready knife,


We guard his profits, as we guard his life.


For, deaf to the incendiary sect,


It’s hard-won liberty that we protect,


Mindful of Milton and his thunderous plea


That truth and falsehood must alike be free,


For only in the war between the two


Can we learn what is false, and what is true.


‘Protect the faith,’ the furious Muslims cry,


‘Extend the law of blasphemy.’ But why?


For Christ’s divinity offends the Jew


And this explains the split between the two


Creeds bother propounded once in Palestine,


But where’s the British Jew who will malign


The tepid or the fervid faith of those


With whom his wanderings have found repose?


‘I vomit out the lukewarm,’ Jesus cried,


Yet heat is but a mode of homicide.


Let be, let be – you tepid souls, advance


And please the tepid cause of tolerance.


I write in Twickenham, with little hope


Of inspiration from the ghost of Pope.


His willows yet survive, but not his art.


Our literature is barbarous at heart,


Our palate’s coarse, our cooks are all unskilled.


The neat heroic cutlets that he grilled


And seasoned sharply with a seasoned hand


Do not appeal to votaries of the canned,


The frozen, the exotic takeaway.


Untempted to confront an April day,


I skulk beneath a duvet, and I eye


Parabolas of aircraft in the sky


Descending at ten-second intervals


To seek their nests in western terminals,


And wonder which will blossom into fire


To gratify the terrorist’s desire.


A book is perilous, a book can slay:


That is the text I ponder on each day,


And, smoking, restless, wonder why I chose


To sell my soul for thirty years of prose.


Banned in Malaysia, burned in Arkansas,


Offensive to the Afrikaaner’s law,


Padrino of the punk, a swine who gave


A dialect to the nitwit and the knave,


‘Whom did I kill? Whom did I hurt?’ I ask,


Reflecting that the writer’s only task


Is not to preach or prophecy but please.


But pleasure’s fraught with ambiguities,


And who am I to plead pure innocence?


Still, I can mildly murmur in defence,


Surveying gloomily my loaded shelf,


At least I played the censor in myself.


Custodiet costodes quis? We know:


We guard the guardian in our souls, although,


Accepting shame and blame, we also call


To vague account the father of our fall,


For books are Adam’s children, after all.


April 10, 1989
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1. THE CREATION OF THE WORLD



One day the bakers God & Son set to


And baked, to show their pasta-master’s skill,


This loaf the world, though the odd imbecile


Swears it’s a melon, and the thing just grew.


They made a sun, a moon, a green and blue


Atlas, chucked stars like money from a till,


Set birds high, beasts low, fishes lower still,


Planted their plants, and said: ‘Aye, that’ll do.’


No, wait. The old man baked two bits of bread


Called Folk – I quite forgot to mention it –


So he could shout: ‘Don’t bite that round ripe red


Pie-filling there.’ Of course, the buggers bit.


Though mad at them, he turned on us instead


And said, ‘Posterity, you’re in the shit.’



2. THE EARTHLY PARADISE OF THE BEASTS



Animals led a sort of landlord’s life


And did not give a fuck for anyone


Till man fucked up their social union


With gun and trap and farm and butcher’s knife.


Freedom was frolic, and rough fun was rife


And as for talk, they just went on and on,


Yakking as good as any dean or don,


While Adam stood there dumb, with a dumb wife.


This was the boss who came to teach them what


Was what, with harness, hatchet, stick and shot,


Bashing them to red gravy, thick and hot.


He stole their speech too, making sure he’d got


Dumb servitude – the plough; if not, the pot.


He had the last word. Nay, he had the lot.


3. PRIDE BEFORE A FALL


This furred and feathered boss of bird and brute


Assumed the god, all bloody airs and graces,


Nor deigned to look down in his subjects’ faces,


Treating each creature like a mildewed boot.


He swilled, he gorged, but his preferred pursuit


Mixed sticking pigs and whipping hounds on chases,


Marches through arches, blown brass and tossed maces,


With decking Eve, that bitch, in hunter’s loot.


The beasts had hunted looks, being forced to make,


Poor wretches, the bad best of a bad job


And put up with that swine – all save the snake


Who, spitting like a kettle on a hob,


Weaved at the foul shapes tyranny can take


And hissed: ‘I’ll get you yet, you fucking snob.’



4. BACK TO THE ROOTS



A sort of interlude. Let’s look at dogs.


At mastiff, Great Dane, greyhound, poodle, beagle,


The sausage hound, that yelps like a sick seagull,


Asthmatic bullpups honking hard as hogs.


Now men. Irish in bogs and Dutch in clogs,


Swarthy as turds, sharp-conked as any eagle,


The Jew and Turk. Then, trying to look regal,


Tea-slurping English, and French eating frogs.


Compare some doggy that leaps on to laps


With a prize wolfhound. Different as cheese and chalk.


In spite of this, our parish ballocks yaps


About us springing from a single stalk:


One primal bitch for pups, and one for chaps.


Did you ever hear such stupid fucking talk?



5. MAN



If God made man, we’ve no call to regret


Man’s love of blood and lack of bloody sense.


God, who’s all what they call om ni po tence,


(Meaning he’ll piss the bed and prove it’s sweat)


Pissed on some clay and sweated cobs to get


A statue from it, sparing no expense.


Then he took breath and blew – Ha Hadam. Hence


Man’s sometimes called the Puffed Up Marionette.


In just one minute he could spout out history


And write and read great tomes as tough as Plato’s.


He knew it all when first he tottered bedwards.


The names of beasts and birds – no bloody mystery.


Like a greengrocer sorting out potatoes:


‘This lot is whiteboys and these here King Edwards.’



6. HIS OWN IMAGE AND LIKENESS



Now, Brother Trustgod, Godtrust (never knew


God had a rupture. Sorry), please let me


Shove in a word. I just won’t have it, see.


God made us all in his own image, did he? You


Are mad. If Paul himself, yes Saint Paul, flew


Down to agree with you, I’d tell him he


Was mad. (He was mad.) Why don’t you decree


Satan was made in God’s own image too?


O bleeding Christ and Christ’s own bleeding mother,


Even if the sanctified three-hatted sod


Says what you say, it’s still, my half-arsed brother,


Mad. Is God’s image in greengrocers’ shops


Then, in greengrocers? God, he must be a God


Of cabbages and turnip bloody tops.



7. ALL ABOUT EVE



Give me a woman bare as a boiled egg,


Who’d think a brush and comb came from the divil,


Who owns no handkerchief to entrap her snivel,


Or towel or dishcloth hanging from a peg,


Who has no shoe on foot or hose on leg


Nor any of the Amenities of Civil-


Ised Life, to use the advertiser’s drivel.


No jakes to thrutch in and no pot to deg,


She will sup water but not sit in it


Nor on a chair nor underneath a roof,


She’ll never see the muckman do his duty.


Picture this little lady decked in shit


From hair to heel, then try to give me proof


That Mother Eve, Christ help us, was a beauty.



8. A REPLY



Scorn not our mother Eve. Remember: she,


When Adam took her, did not turn her face


But drank the dreadful fire of his embrace.


Dirty or not, without her where would we


Be? She merits homage. So, with me:


‘O ave Eva, though full of disgrace,


We love thee as the root of all our race;


Thy sap runs in us, leaves of thy living tree.’


Dirty? How do we know? Perhaps her skin


Was laved in a miraculous hygiene,


Just as the second Eve was laved within.


Not that it matters. For myself, I lean


To lauding both her sordor and her sin.


Without those to wash off, who could be clean?



9. THE FIRST MOUTHFUL



Which of the seven deadly sins is worst?


Pride sneering skyward, avarice shrieking More,


Liplicking lust, or anger, one red roar?


No, gluttony, the fifth sin, is the first.


From Adam burst a famine and a thirst


For a wormy apple offered by a whore,


A penny pippin. God has rammed its core


Down all our throats, a canker of the cursed.


That bitch, that blackguard. God, I gape aghast as


I contemplate the greed that could have cast us


Into the outer darkness – fed us, rather,


To final fire. But our ingenious master’s


As quick to cancel as to cause disasters,


And to this end kindly became a father.



10. ADAM’S SIN



The sceptic beats his brain till dawn’s first dapple


Lights him and all his books to slumber’s amity.


Though he’s read all from Moses to Mohamet, he


Rejects the truth of temple, mosque and chapel:


That man brought sin and death and hell to grapple


His soul in irons, condemning God to damn it. He


Set up an aboriginal calamity


Or, if you like, munched a forbidden apple.


Why why why? One song, too many singers.


Why why? Why won’t unwrite the bloody book.


So let them write a new one if they must.


Why why? We want an answer. They can look


In Milo Aphrodite’s clutching fingers


Or up the arsehole of Pasquino’s bust.



11. THE FIRST CLOTHES



Before they yielded to the devil’s urging


And crunched the good-bad apple to the core,


Bare innocence was all our parents wore,


Like Jesus Christ got ready for the scourging.


After their second gorge they felt emerging


A thing called shame. So rapidly they tore


Leaves from the trees to cover what before


Had been mere taps for secondary purging.


So good and evil, as we must conclude,


Succeed in making rude and crude and lewd


The dumpendebat and the fhairy grot.


Else why should man and missis play the prude?
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