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PREFATORY NOTE





The previously published poems included here are from six collections (In the Distance, 1975; Seeing the World, 1980; The Covenant, 1984; Touchwood, 1996; Belonging, 2002; A Trick of Sunlight, 2006), two retrospective volumes of Selected Poems (Devices and Desires, 1989; A Kind of Love, 1991), and a chapbook (Lares, 1986). The poems listed under Devices and Desires and A Kind of Love were new poems, at the time, included in these two volumes otherwise selected from previous books. The section entitled New Poems is made up of poems written since the publication of A Trick of Sunlight in 2006.


Like most habitual writers of poetry who live past middle age, I tend to prefer my more recent poems to the earlier ones – readers of course often disagree with poets’ assessments of their own work – and for this reason I have omitted more poems from the earlier volumes than from the more recent ones. Although some of the earlier poems, including a number of those I’ve retained, now seem quite far from me in both their sensibility and the kinds of poems I was trying to make at the time, there is I think a discernible continuity of themes present from the earliest poems to the most recent; if I omitted all the poems to do with love, travel, the mixing of cultures, and the experience of being a stranger, this would be a very slim volume indeed.


I have been involved with Persian literature, particularly but not exclusively its medieval poetry, since I lived in Iran during the 1970s, and the closing section of this book features selections from my books of translations from medieval Persian poetry. My fascination with the great poets of medieval Iran has only deepened and broadened over the years, and I could not imagine a Collected Poems that did not include some indication of this by now essential part of my life.




 





DICK DAVIS       


















In the Distance





 



















THE DIVER


for Michaelis Nicoletséas









The blue-cold spasm passes,


And he’s broken in.


Assailed by silence he descends


Lost suddenly







To air and sunburned friends,


And wholly underwater now


He plies his strength against


The element that







Slows all probings to their feint.


Still down, till losing


Light he drifts to the wealthy wreck


And its shade-mariners







Who flit about a fractured deck


That holds old purposes


In darkness. He hesitates, then


Wreathes his body in.




























THE SHORE









He feels against his skin


Throughout the night the pulse


Of her unchanging sleep:


Delicately, within


Her grasp and warmth, he rolls


Aside to watch the deep







Thought may not sound: her face


And body are a blur


Of breathing shadow, where,


Beyond that gentle pace,


He may by love infer


The darkness of her hair,







Her covered eyes, the shape


Of hands still touching his,


Her mouth: but nothing more.


If he, by stealth or rape,


Would seize her mind he is


Held helpless at the shore –







Impatient, lost: she goes


Untraced beyond the gleams


Of intellect, control –


He waits, but never knows


What demons or what dreams


Possess her voyaging soul.




























TOURING A PAST




The ruins, which are not very remarkable, are situated on an island which is almost impossible to reach …


Hachette Guide to the Middle East, p. 1003












Even from here I see


How stagnant and unused


The brackish waters lie,


As if the bank had oozed


This stream that sluggishly


Reflects the idle sky.







There is no boat to cross


From that ill-favoured shore


To where the clashing reeds


Complete the work of war


Together with the grass,


And nesting birds, and weeds.







I read that now there is


Almost no evidence –


No walls or pottery –


Of what I know were once


The walks and palaces


Love lent to you and me.




























A MYCENAEAN BROOCH




                                 … and we


Shall set our feet in peace on lesser isles.


YVOR WINTERS












Peace came back slowly, sealed


In iron, to which there


Is no answer. Wounds healed,







But silence guards Mycenae


Where I beat out useless


Bronze to fend off history.







From our last swords broken


Blades I made my wife this


Brooch, survivor’s token







Of her fathers’ armour –


Though bronze will not protect


And may endanger her.







We shall leave for Ionia:


There islands may exist,


Too small for them, or far.




























SCAVENGING AFTER A BATTLE









Cold rimed on the metal,


The slam of the sea on the gravel –







Stone warriors and overturned horses,


He picks his way among corpses.







Diligently he


Severs gold, hacks the stones free







Of their rusting heraldic moulds –


Rubies; sapphires; emeralds.







Colour cupped in his hand; the sea


And the clouds cold grey.




























AMONG RUINS









Rest here and fantasize the willing past


That like a lover answers to your mood:


You know her kind deceptions will not last


(And even now they only half delude).







But as nude bodies meet with stolen pride


And in their lust renounce all mental ills –


Leaving sad individual lives outside


The locked room where the animal fulfils







Himself, herself – so in this bright ruin


Sweet history shall tease and beckon you,


And as she moves seem free of ancient sin,


Half-lit, and only partially untrue.



























BYZANTINE COIN









How many hands, vicissitudes,


Have worn this gold to the thin ghost


That gleams in the shopkeeper’s palm?


A millennium flickers, eludes


Us, is gone, as we bend engrossed


In blurred words and a surface charm.




























THE EXPULSION FROM EDEN









The broad sword goads them and the flame


Drives onward to the gate of shame







That clangs behind them as a curse.


Cast out they pause, confused.


                                                   What was







The meaning of that naked place –


What is the vague cold world they face


Immeasurably random here?


Their slow hands link in silent fear


As to each indistinct horizon


Extend blank vistas of confusion


Where they must go, unsheltered, free,


And by acquired hostility


Wrest sustenance and weak defence


From chaos and indifference.







Distraught affection holds them close


Who have no knowledge but their loss –







They move: their unsure feet descend


To worlds they cannot comprehend.




























DIANA AND ACTAEON









He strays from sun to shade


And hears his favourite hound


Cry in some distant glade


That the tired deer is bayed.







At once, almost, the sound


Cannot be placed: he peers


Distractedly around


At unfamiliar ground.







The vagueness that he hears,


The eucalyptus trails,


Chafe at his nascent fears –


This way and that he veers,







Trapped, simple flesh: details


Half-lost between the trees


Cohere, and reason fails.


The goddess stoops, unveils –







Then naked stands, at ease,


Laved by the swirling stream:


Her hair stirs on the breeze,


And as he stares he sees







Her eyes fix his. They gleam


With infinite disdain.


His dogs’ jaws snarl, but seem


Elsewhere – till through the dream







He feels the gash of pain.




























THE VIRGIN MARY









All these oppressed her:


                                        light’s


Peremptory pure glare


In summer, and the weak


Pallor of winter air;


Men’s breath against her cheek,


And fruitless unshared nights.







Her strange clothes hung in mute


Annoying folds. She dreamed


Of splendour, undefined.


Naked, her body seemed


The useless withered rind


Of some prodigious fruit …







As if a distant call


Abstracted her, she bore


Her days indifferently,


And waited vaguely for


One slight contingency


That would resolve them all.




























ST GEORGE AND THE VILLAGERS


for Clive Wilmer









He laughed to see his life


Thus simplified, the quest


Completed and the rife


Contingencies at rest.







The unequivocal


Entirely evil beast


Reared at his brazen call:


Now sure that at the least







His purpose was not base


Or trivial he smote


With an abandoned grace


The massive coiling throat.







The villagers, the evil


Of whose lives was never


Pure nor whole nor simple,


Watched their deliverer –







Aware that other beasts


Would come, when he had gone


To princesses and feasts


Believing he had won.




























CHILDHOOD


for Robert Wells









Imperceptible, at sunrise, the slight


Breeze stirs the dreaming boy, till silently


He edges free from sleep and takes the kite,


Huge on his shoulders like an angel’s wings,


To climb the hill beyond the drowsing city.


Released, the first ungainly waverings







Are guided out, above the still valley,


Constrained to one smooth flow, diminishing


Until the pacing boy can hardly see


The dark dot shift against the constant blue:


He squats and stares: in his hand the taut string


Tugs, strains – as if there were still more to do.



























YOUTH OF TELEMACHUS









It is a land he knows. White sunlight


Specifies each shrub and stone –


And as he moves his vacant sight


Restores him to the ways he’s grown:







He is enclosed in reveries


No will can break, and where he goes


A child’s unfinished fantasies


Dictate the paths that he will choose.







He rises in the dawn: the sun


Illuminates where he will pause


And where proceed: at his return


He sleeps and dreams his father’s wars:







Until one evening he delays,


Past sunset, sunk in memory:


He sees the moon rise and he stays:


All night he views the changing sea.




























FAMILIES









Confronted with the attic


He realized he could never clear


The clutter gathered there.







The photographs’ recesses


Told him to depart,


The faces mocked his heart







That humbly would be kind


Too late. They would not allow


His hand to tear them now.







He could not efface them,


Things denied since death,


Nor would they be his myth.







Neither gone nor holy


They heard impassively


His childish ·… ‘sorry’.




























REASON IN HIS KINGDOM









Sad, errant Reason, having no weapons, wandered


In the world’s wood that someone had once said


Was his to rule. He knew it had been squandered


Among others, and disinherited


His shadow traced the things it did not own.


The fences and the crisp consoling view


Were cluttered with tough weeds and overgrown


With tangled thorns. He watched. What could he do







Who heard the bitter cries and saw the blood


Dry slowly at the roots of trees where life


Confused and blind fought vilely through the mud


Of other lives? Sad Reason gazed on strife


And recognized his impotence: his stare


Grew imprecise with inwardness, despair.



























OLD MAN SEATED BEFORE A LANDSCAPE




generations, as the wind-blown leaves …












In a strengthless wind the near leaves falter:


They are cold: frost will decide their posture.







To watch unsettles him: each separate


Discrete particular, an animate







Uncertain will claiming attention: no.


The distant unclimbed hills dissolve and glow







With evening light: the vague unfocused mass


In which particulars of rock and grass







Are lost and merged in indistinct coherence


Restores vague peace, and his awareness loosens







Toward sleep: his book slips: loose pages flutter


In the cold wind. He had been reading Homer.




























SERVICE









Mismanaged love, at large, made vagrant,


Uncontained seeking the enormous land







Seen fleetingly, once manifest, now lost:


Seeking the defining rite, the service







That the heart could bend to – of rosary,


Or gun, or patient domesticity.



























DESIRE









Dry summer heat:


Dark roses glimmer from the plane tree’s shade –







Parched love: O face


That lives, a dull obsession in the mind.




























LOVE IN ANOTHER LANGUAGE









A stream irregularly dammed


        With unshaped stones


That swerve the current in its course –







        The meaning crammed


Through unfamiliar channels, in new tones,


        With a choked force.



























DON GIOVANNI AT THE OPERA









God is not here nor there, though there


     Breasts swell to the attack


Of Mozart, and her loose dark hair


     Spills on her naked back.







God is not here nor there, though there


     The new soprano sings


Betrayed Elvira’s wild despair,


     Plucking his nerves like strings.







God is not here nor there, though there,


     In the interval, gin


Glitters, winks, and the dark girl’s stare


     Is answered with a grin.







God is not here nor there, though there


     Sensation eases thought:


The whispers of a new affair


     Beguile, and he is caught.




























IRONY AND LOVE









Irony does not save:


The knowledge that you repeat


The infantile indiscreet


Reactions of the dead







Does not save. Irony


Says nothing when her hand


Gestures the promised land.


Irony is the dead







Who are not saved but see


Magnificent bold Orpheus


Claim the incredulous


Soon-to-return Eurydice.




























THE EPIC SCHOLAR









What is his life? the library,


      Worn books minutely scanned,


The evening and the single meal.


      He dreams of the vast land.







He sees behind the urtext loom


      The dedicated band


Who, barbarous, inhabit him:


      He dreams of the vast land.







A scholar’s indolence: the shelves


      Dissolve to endless sand;


Horizons touched, lost enmities:


      He dreams of the vast land.







His patience thins: minutiae:


      His predecessors planned


The complex text impeccably:


      He dreams of the vast land,







His solitary action there:


      O he can understand


His love’s futility: but look,


      He dreams of the vast land.




























NORTH-WEST PASSAGE




To seek new worlds for gold, for praise, for glory


SIR WALTER RALEIGH












The green sea lapped, a liquid jade.


That too was theirs, or soon. They saw


The drenched green dream of England fade







And fracture in the sluice and pour


Of Arctic waves. Their villages


Bobbed quietly, and were no more:







Small jagged ice-floes took their place


And nudged and clustered round the ship


As if they followed, keeping pace







With its unsteady yaw and slip.


Low cloud obscured the sky, and snow


Began to fall, and like a whip







Brine-soaked they felt the cold spray blow


Against their cracked unhardened skin.


They saw the raw wounds split and grow.







Ice glistened in the rigging, thin


And spectral as the silver veins


Threading the ore that they would win.







North-west: illimitable gains


Shone vaguely through the frozen mist


And they assuaged their bodies’ pains







With hope, numb promises. North-west:


But slower now; beneath the weight


Of ice the ship would dip and list 







As if the yards were animate


And leant in thwarted amity


Toward their final, restless, fate.







Men, silent, watched the ice-clogged sea


And felt their small ship shudder, strain,


And slow, and slow, perceptibly:







And in the night the livid stain


Of ice against the dark rose high


Above the watch, who saw disdain,







Malevolence, and in his cry


Of ‘Ice-bergs! Ice-bergs!’ heard that fear


He had suppressed, that he would die.







But ceaselessly, beneath the sheer


Harsh cliffs of ice, the helmsman’s hand


Lay motionless, as if to steer







North-west through all his life. Low land


Appeared, an inhospitable


And lifeless waste, to port, ice-bound:







The sea became invisible


Beneath the sliding ice that scraped


The ship in rhythm to the swell,







Until the slowed hull trembled, stopped,


Stuck firm between the massive floes,


At last, irrevocably, gripped.







Their nights grew longer, and the snows


That swirled about the stranded hulk


Disguised the distant shore-line, froze 







Their food, their friendship, boredom, talk;


Their limbs, their minds. Indifferently


They heard the timbers crack, the bulk-







Heads buckle, gape; for they could see


Slow scurvy undermine their friends


Insidiously and totally







As ice that saps and weakens, bends


And snaps their rotting ship. Their food


Exhausted, stubborn hunger sends







Them hunting, but no hopes delude


Their lonely search. As they return


Across the hard-packed ice they brood







On human flesh, and one by one


The lots are cast. They kill, they die –


And though the lots are cast again,







Again, uneaten bodies lie


Preserved till spring, then lapped and rolled


By waves beneath the Arctic sky;







And waves disperse their dreams of gold


Who had not thought the world could be


So small, so comfortless, so cold.




























JESUS ON THE WATER









Walking through this


Specious evening I’ve


Become at last aware


That no specific


Can contain my stare.







And this gaze my father


Gave is imaged in this


Stride, this hunger


To be past such


Syllables of rumour –







So one stone would jar


My steps, and I could cry


Just once, ‘Just here’.


But my feet tread water


Only, as a stare







That blurs particulars


In tears. So intangibly


I wander, envy Peter


Rock and weight, and


All his sea-drenched hair.




























IKON ANGEL









The half-coiled loop of his body


And the scarlet drape of his cloak


Slipping from the moulded breastplate


Hardly reveal his lax, slim weight


Against the spear, as if he slept,


Ignorant of the family







Whose human and hieratic Child


Leans with new-born solemnity


To bless the kneeling worshipper.


But the Angel, God’s warrior,


Is vigilant beyond this place –


He gazes, blank, unreconciled:







What is this mock humanity –


This sweet charade of mother, child,


Kind animals and gorgeous kings,


This bric-à-brac of trivial things


That reassure the simplest faith –


To him, who sees eternity?




























THE SOCRATIC TRAVELLER









Beneath the inconsistent skies


He moves, in sun and sudden rain,


The rinsed air following, his eyes


Undaunted, as if unaware


Of what might turn aside their stare


And mitigate the real terrain.







He begs the truth of all he sees –


The city and the village, plain


And moorland stream, the crowded trees,


Each street, each desolate high hill –


He finds no meaning but he will


Not mitigate the real terrain:







He prosecutes his pilgrimage


Toward the sceptic’s partial gain


Of seeing what is false – the gauge


Of truth becomes whatever he


Cannot discern as sophistry


That mitigates the real terrain.







Until he penetrates by slow


Degrees to ignorance, the vain


Obverse of all that he would know:


And, pausing, he is made aware


It is his constant presence there


That mitigates the real terrain.




























ANCHORITE









He moves, in the debilitating heat,


Flesh wormed and riddled as an ikon’s gold,


Light-headed from the lack of food, toward


The soul’s oasis, an incorporal shade.



























THE NOVICE









An exiled Oedipus, he makes his way


Through the stunned crowd, sentenced by his own code:







Such sex and power were his, and what were they?


Sightless he stumbles toward the open road.



























NARCISSUS’ GROVE









A place for the evasive, self-lockt stare,


The useless beauty that the world disowns:







Water sedulous over the grey stones –


The pines’ sweet resin scents the sleeping air.




























LIVING IN THE WORLD









Abandoned dreams, of sainthood or rusticity,


The pure heroics that the child desired,


Disturb the sleeper, lapsed in promiscuity –


His will dispersed, and unappeased, and tired.



























LITTORAL









Salt smoothes and sand obliterates


The trite, the once-dear vestiges







Mute hieroglyphs, the hulks of pomp


And sea-worn amulets of love.



























READING AFTER OPIUM









Precise and indefinable: like scent


The drug diffuses, eddies, in his mind.







‘God’, ‘love’:


                        he gropes to what the words once meant,


As if these gentle pastures had been mined.




























BUYER’S MARKET









Whether you glitter in Athens or Florence


There is always, at last, grandiloquent Rome –


Waiting to formalize insights and talents


And making your patron completely at home.



























NAMES









Inapprehensible, the world: what was,


Once, almost palpable, is now become


The names of absences: tree, face, water.







I journey toward another absence, one


I dare not name, but whisper as I place


My steps, like a child’s skipping-rhyme, ‘Lord, Lord’.


























Seeing the World

























TRAVELLING







1   Pastoral





Wild lavender and mint;


                                      the mind’s bemused


Sheep browse – cropping the serious anecdote,


Eschewing the dust of small-talk.


              Nearby,







Reason is a small boy who throws stones, sends


His yapping dog, to guide the errant flock.





2   An Arrival





Stranger, accept the little that is given –


The evening crowds, the quick unlooked-for smile


And the benediction of the sunset:


                    who knows


But the tryst with the unknown god is here?




























DESERT STOP AT NOON









      The house is one bare room


      And only tea is served.


      The old man, mild, reserved,


      Shuffles into a gloom


      Where mattresses are laid.


I sip, grateful for the cool shade.







      His small son watches me,


      Approaches, pertly smiles.


      I know that thirty miles


      Without a house or tree


      Surround their crumbling shack.


I drink again, relax, smile back.







      Water? and the boy’s mother?


      Both seem impossible –


      Yet, here, my glass is full;


      If I ask for another


      The boy brings bitter tea


Then grins gap-toothed and begs from me.







      And love? Impertinence


      To ask. I could not grieve,


      Born here, to have to leave:


      But he, a man, years hence,


      His life elsewhere, may weep


With need to see his father sleep







      Again, as now he does,


      In careless honesty –


      Too old for courtesy –


      Oblivious of us.


      I pay, and leave the shade,


The dark recess these lives have made.
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