

[image: ]













PAUL MULDOON


New Selected Poems


1968–1994





[image: alt]



















from NEW WEATHER (1973)





















Dancers at the Moy









This Italian square


And circling plain


Black once with mares


And their stallions,


The flat Blackwater


Turning its stones







Over hour after hour


As their hooves shone


And lifted together


Under the black rain,


One or other Greek war


Now coloured the town







Blacker than ever before


With hungry stallions


And their hungry mares


Like hammocks of skin,


The flat Blackwater


Unable to contain







Itself as horses poured


Over acres of grain


In a black and gold river.


No band of Athenians


Arrived at the Moy fair


To buy for their campaign, 










Peace having been declared


And a treaty signed.


The black and gold river


Ended as a trickle of brown


Where those horses tore


At briars and whins,







Ate the flesh of each other


Like people in famine.


The flat Blackwater


Hobbled on its stones


With a wild stagger


And sag in its backbone,







The local people gathered


Up the white skeletons.


Horses buried for years


Under the foundations


Give their earthen floors


The ease of trampolines.






























February









He heard that in Derryscollop there is a tree


For every day of the year,


And the extra tree is believed to grow


One year in every four.







He had never yet taken time to grieve


For this one without breasts


Or that one wearing her heart on her sleeve


Or another with her belly slashed.







He had never yet taken time to love


The blind pink fledgeling fallen out of the nest


Of one sleeping with open mouth


And her head at a list.







What was he watching and waiting for,


Walking Scollop every day?


For one intending to leave at the end of the year,


Who would break the laws of time and stay.






























The Electric Orchard









The early electric people had domesticated the wild ass.


They knew all about falling off.


Occasionally, they would have fallen out of the trees.


Climbing again, they had something to prove


To their neighbours. And they did have neighbours.


The electric people lived in villages


Out of their need of security and their constant hunger.


Together they would divert their energies







To neutral places. Anger to the banging door,


Passion to the kiss.


And electricity to earth. Having stolen his thunder


From an angry god, through the trees


They had learned to string his lightning.


The women gathered random sparks into their aprons,


A child discovered the swing


Among the electric poles. Taking everything as given,







The electric people were confident, hardly proud.


They kept fire in a bucket,


Boiled water and dry leaves in a kettle, watched the lid


By the blue steam lifted and lifted.


So that, where one of the electric people happened to fall,


It was accepted as an occupational hazard.


There was something necessary about the thing. The North Wall


Of the Eiger was notorious for blizzards, 










If one fell there his neighbour might remark, Bloody fool.


All that would have been inappropriate,


Applied to the experienced climber of electric poles.


I have achieved this great height?


No electric person could have been that proud,


Thirty or forty feet. Perhaps not that,


If the fall happened to be broken by the roof of a shed.


The belt would burst, the call be made,







The ambulance arrive and carry the faller away


To hospital with a scream.


There and then the electric people might invent the railway,


Just watching the lid lifted by the steam.


Or decide that all laws should be based on that of gravity,


Just thinking of the faller fallen.


Even then they were running out of things to do and see.


Gradually, they introduced legislation







Whereby they nailed a plaque to every last electric pole.


They would prosecute any trespassers.


The high up, singing and live fruit liable to shock or kill


Were forbidden. Deciding that their neighbours


And their neighbours’ innocent children ought to be stopped


For their own good, they threw a fence


Of barbed wire round the electric poles. None could describe


Electrocution, falling, the age of innocence.






























Wind and Tree









In the way that the most of the wind


Happens where there are trees,







Most of the world is centred


About ourselves.







Often where the wind has gathered


The trees together,







One tree will take


Another in her arms and hold.







Their branches that are grinding


Madly together,







It is no real fire.


They are breaking each other.







Often I think I should be like


The single tree, going nowhere,







Since my own arm could not and would not


Break the other. Yet by my broken bones







I tell new weather.






























Thrush









I guessed the letter


       Must be yours. I recognized


The cuttle ink,


       The serif on


The P. I read the postmark and the date,


       Impatience held


By a paperweight.


       I took your letter at eleven


To the garden


       With my tea.


And suddenly the yellow gum secreted


       Halfway up


The damson bush


       Had grown a shell.


I let those scentless pages fall


       And took it


In my feckless hand. I turned it over


       On its back


To watch your mouth


       Withdraw. Making a lean, white fist


Out of my freckled hand.






























The Waking Father









My father and I are catching spricklies


Out of the Oona river.


They have us feeling righteous,


The way we have thrown them back.


Our benevolence is astounding.







When my father stood out in the shallows


It occurred to me that


The spricklies might have been piranhas,


The river a red carpet


Rolling out from where he had just stood,







Or I wonder now if he is dead or sleeping.


For if he is dead I would have his grave


Secret and safe,


I would turn the river out of its course,


Lay him in its bed, bring it round again.







                 No one would question


That he had treasures or his being a king,


Telling now of the real fish farther down.






























The Cure for Warts









Had I been the seventh son of a seventh son


Living at the dead centre of a wood


Or at the dead end of a lane,


I might have cured by my touch alone


That pair of warts nippling your throat,







Who had no faith in a snail rubbed on your skin


And spiked on a thorn like a king’s head,


In my spittle on shrunken stone,


In bathing yourself at the break of dawn


In dew or the black cock’s or the bull’s blood,







In other such secrets told by way of a sign


Of the existence of one or other god,


So I doubt if any woman’s son


Could have cured by his touch alone


That pair of warts nibbling your throat.






























Good Friday, 1971. Driving Westward









It was good going along with the sun


Through Ballygawley, Omagh and Strabane.


I started out as it was getting light


And caught sight of hares all along the road


That looked to have been taking a last fling,


Doves making the most of their offerings


As if all might not be right with the day







Where I moved through morning towards the sea.


I was glad that I would not be alone.


Those children who travel badly as wine


Waved as they passed in their uppity cars


And now the first cows were leaving the byres,


The first lorry had delivered its load.


A whole country was fresh after the night







Though people were still fighting for the last


Dreams and changing their faces where I paused


To read the first edition of the truth.


I gave a lift to the girl out of love


And crossed the last great frontier at Lifford.


Marooned by an iffing and butting herd


Of sheep, Letterkenny had just then laid










Open its heart and we passed as new blood


Back into the grey flesh of Donegal.


The sky went out of its way for the hills


And life was changing down for the sharp bends


Where the road had put its thin brown arm round


A hill and held on tight out of pure fear.


Errigal stepped out suddenly in our







Path and the thin arm tightened round the waist


Of the mountain and for a time I lost


Control and she thought we hit something big


But I had seen nothing, perhaps a stick


Lying across the road. I glanced back once


And there was nothing but a heap of stones.


We had just dropped in from nowhere for lunch







In Gaoth Dobhair, I happy and she convinced


Of the death of more than lamb or herring.


She stood up there and then, face full of drink,


And announced that she and I were to blame


For something killed along the way we came.


Children were warned that it was rude to stare,


Left with their parents for a breath of air.






























Hedgehog









The snail moves like a


Hovercraft, held up by a


Rubber cushion of itself,


Sharing its secret







With the hedgehog. The hedgehog


Shares its secret with no one.


We say, Hedgehog, come out


Of yourself and we will love you.







We mean no harm. We want


Only to listen to what


You have to say. We want


Your answers to our questions.







The hedgehog gives nothing


Away, keeping itself to itself.


We wonder what a hedgehog


Has to hide, why it so distrusts.







We forget the god


Under this crown of thorns.


We forget that never again


Will a god trust in the world.






























The Upriver Incident









He thanked his parents for keeping still


And left them sleeping, deaf and blind


After their heavy meal,







Then stole away where the moon was full


And the dogs gave no sound.


He thanked the dogs for keeping still







And ran along the tops of the dark hills


That heaped like the sleeping anaconda


After its heavy meal,







To the bright square in the highest coil


That was the lady’s window.


She thanked her parents for keeping still







And they ran together over a further hill


Like the lady’s belly so hard and round


After its heavy meal,







Till they stood at the top of the waterfall,


Its deep pool where they drowned.


Let us thank waters for not keeping still


After their heavy meal.






























The Field Hospital









Taking, giving back their lives


By the strength of our bare hands,


By the silence of our knives,


We answer to no grey South







Nor blue North, not self defence,


The lie of just wars, neither


Cold nor hot blood’s difference


In their discharging of guns,







But that hillside of fresh graves.


Would this girl brought to our tents


From whose flesh we have removed


Shot that George, on his day off,







Will use to weight fishing lines,


Who died screaming for ether,


Yet protest our innocence?


George lit the lanterns, in danced







Those gigantic, yellow moths


That brushed right over her wounds,


Pinning themselves to our sleeves


Like medals given the brave.






























The Year of the Sloes, for Ishi









In the Moon


Of Frost in the Tepees,


There were two stars


That got free.


They yawned and stretched


To white hides,


One cutting a slit


In the wall of itself


And stepping out into the night.







In the Moon


Of the Dark Red Calf,


It had learned


To track itself


By following the dots


And dashes of its blood.


It knew the silence


Deeper


Than that of birds not singing.







In the Moon


Of the Snowblind,


The other fed the fire


At its heart


With the dream of a deer


Over its shoulder.


One water would wade through another,


Shivering,


Salmon of Knowledge leap the Fall.










In the Moon


Of the Red Grass Appearing,


He discovered her


Lying under a bush.


There were patches of yellowed


Snow and ice


Where the sun had not looked.


He helped her over the Black Hills


To the Ford of the Two Friends.







In the Moon


Of the Ponies Shedding,


He practised counting coups,


Knowing it harder


To live at the edge of the earth


Than its centre.


He caught the nondescript horse


And stepped


Down onto the prairies.







In the Moon


Of Making the Fat,


He killed his first bison.


Her quick knife ran under the skin


And offered the heart


To the sky.


They had been the horizon.


She saved what they could not eat


That first evening.










In the Moon


Of the Red Cherries,


She pledged that she would stay


So long as there would be


The Two Legged


And the Four Legged Ones,


Long as grass would grow and water


Flow, and the wind blow.


None of these things had forgotten.







In the Moon


Of the Black Cherries,


While he was looking for a place


To winter,


He discovered two wagons


Lying side by side


That tried to be a ring.


There were others in blue shirts


Felling trees for a square.







In the Moon


When the Calf Grows Hair,


There was a speck in the sky


Where he had left the tepee.


An eagle had started


Out of her side


And was waiting to return.


The fire was not cold,


The feet of six horses not circles.










In the Moon


Of the Season Changing,


He left the river


Swollen with rain.


He kicked sand over the fire.


He prepared his breast


By an ochre


That none would see his blood.


Any day now would be good to die.







In the Moon


Of the Leaves Falling,


I had just taken a bite out of the


Moon and pushed the plate


Of the world away.


Someone was asking for six troopers


Who had lain down


One after another


To drink a shrieking river.







In the Moon


Of the Trees Popping, two snails


Glittered over a dead Indian.


I realized that if his brothers


Could be persuaded to lie still,


One beside the other


Right across the Great Plains,


Then perhaps something of this original


Beauty would be retained.
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