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Foreword





Greenock is where what used to be industrial Clydeside gives in to the grander, more permanent theatre of the Firth of Clyde, after, that is, its own drama of once-busy shipyards, ropeworks and sugar refineries. To that extent, as in many places in the British Isles, it can be seen as a border country – waterscapes, hills, mountains, proud industry and robust, stone-built settlements, and none of them far from agriculture, song, and legend. John Galt was raised in Greenock, and John Davidson also was brought up there and wrote about the place in his ‘A Ballad in Blank Verse on the Growth of a Poet’. Travelling west along the south bank of the Clyde, Greenock comes immediately after Port Glasgow, where James (‘City of Dreadful Night’) Thomson was born. More recently it figures in Bill Bryden’s plays and Alan Sharp’s fiction as well as Peter McDougall’s tough TV scripts.


W. S. Graham’s early background was in engineering. Much of what has been criticized as his ‘rhetoric’ might be better understood as a joy taken in the design and joining of words, cadences and images, all within what seems a concept of sonic draughtsmanship. It is an approach to poetry which he intuited from how he was immersed in his home town. Dylan Thomas is frequently mentioned as an immediate source of Graham’s poetic habits. While that is true to some extent (if you add Hopkins, Joyce, Eliot, Hart Crane, and others) it should be equally clear that Thomas, too, was a writer affectionately and expertly involved with an immediate community. It is more conspicuous in Thomas’s work through his short stories and Under Milk Wood, but present in the poems too. Graham, though, reserved prose almost entirely for his correspondence, and his fiction-making prowess for myth-building through imagination. Graham’s work as a whole creates the remarkable impression of a poet determined to be proseless. He was relatively untouched by the commerce in poetic argument, or by the anxieties of critical debate, as if they might have contaminated a purity of response to what his instincts and convictions demanded he try to achieve. He seems a poet who was immune to changing fashion and who possessed an effortless knack of digging his heels in and defending his own gift. Instead of the tiresome footwork of reputation-making, with which readers of new poetry have become more than familiar, he preferred a remoter existence, in Cornwall, with forays to the U.S.A. and London and elsewhere such as Iceland and Crete. In a relatively late poem, ‘The Night City’, he wrote of London, ‘the golden city’ (that phrase being an echo of a children’s song, usually sung by girls when skipping rope):






Between the big buildings


I sat like a flea crouched


In the stopped works of a watch.








Cornwall provided him with a community, of wife, friends, some of them artists, if not relatives and family friends, even if it was far from the






         unwitnessed town


Set where my making and collected surnames wrangle


To landmark the sudden garden past the latch.








Famously, perhaps notoriously, readers and critics since the 1950s and the emergence of the journalistically invented Movement have found trouble appreciating Graham’s poetry, although there were those who followed his work admiringly throughout his career, while after the publication of Malcolm Mooney’s Land in 1970 he attracted loyal and younger readers. It could be more truthful to suggest that opposers of his work and its principles have simply found them harder to understand than they actually are in a context of poetry less inventive in diction, less challenging in subject matter, more given to a clearer narrative, and infatuated with ordinary existence. It is as if many readers find Graham a sort of throwback to the 1940s, a relic of that stream and sound of poetry allegedly obliterated by the Movement, which is what a simplified canonical belief in literary history invites us to believe. Simplified literary history can be a comfort to some, but to those whom it omits, or slanders, it can be injurious. As Ian Hamilton pointed out in the introduction to his Oxford Companion to Twentieth-Century Poetry, a damaged reputation may not necessarily be rectified through a process of ‘passage-of-time school of literary judgement’. ‘It isn’t true that “if it’s good, it will survive”; someone, somewhere, has to keep saying that it’s good – or if not good, exactly, then at least worthy of a small piece of the historical jigsaw, the map.’ Steadfastness of supporters (and the steadfastness, the indestructibility of the work) have led to Graham’s reappearance in this necessary and excellent volume. And if anyone needs a canonical crutch to help them recognize Graham’s value, then let them attend to T. S. Eliot’s opinion. Writing of The Nightfishing, Eliot said that ‘some of these poems – by their sustained power, their emotional depth and maturity and their superb technical skill – may well be among the more important poetical achievements of our time’ (quoted in NFM, p. ix).* Eliot was Graham’s editor and publisher and his opinions carry weight. Yet they are not entirely full-throated – ‘some’, ‘may well be’. But I believe that Eliot has been proved right.


Graham is a poet of place, or, rather, places – Greenock, Cornwall, and imaginary or ‘constructed’ spaces such as the sea when converted by the application of the poet’s experience and intellect, or the Arctic/Antarctic, the icy and glacial, the remotest, loneliest spaces on the planet. He is also a poet who writes out of an early working-class experience of life but from whose work self-conscious proletarianizing is absent. Simultaneously, in Joyce’s oft-quoted expression in Portrait of the Artist, he flew ‘by the nets’ devised in this case by Hugh MacDiarmid and cast by him in order to confine Scottish poets to manifestly Scottish purposes and language. Graham’s relations with MacDiarmid were cordial enough, however, although from early on, and despite some conspicuous Scots diction, and always a Scots voice, Graham had no time for the Nationalist prescriptions for poetry laid down by the older poet. What connects them is a concern for language. In MacDiarmid’s case it was a matter of historical re-enactment, a battle of retrieved words lined like a regiment of the Sealed Knot Society (and there are equivalents in Scotland) and fighting a war in the distant past which MacDiarmid’s linguistic gestures sought to bring back into the present. MacDiarmid was also the erudite author of In Memoriam James Joyce (1955), written in ‘synthetic English’ and subtitled ‘from A Vision of World Language’. Graham was more interested in, more obsessed with, communication itself, with the imperatives of listening and reading, and the improbability of being entirely heard or understood. It is his major subject, and, like a songbird’s, it has no nationality unless one is imposed on it arbitrarily.


What Graham’s poetry is about is illuminated by remarks scattered through his correspondence. For example, in 1943 he wrote to Edwin Morgan that ‘A poet doesn’t write what he knows but what he doesn’t know’ (NFM, p. 14). Quotidian, autobiographical reality formed far less of Graham’s poetic than that of a poet like Philip Larkin. When it dawned on Larkin that he could write straight from his own life, it proved a liberation. Such a notion never so much as crossed Graham’s mind. In one of his rare prose pieces, Graham wrote,




The most difficult thing for me to remember is that a poem is made of words and not of the expanding heart, the overflowing soul, or the sensitive observer. A poem is made of words. It is words in a certain order, good or bad by the significance of its addition to life and not to be judged by any other value put upon it by imagining how or why or by what kind of man it was made. (Poetry Scotland, No. 3, July 1946; reprinted in NFM, pp. 379–83).





These were early convictions, but he stuck by them throughout his life and career. That they diverged from how poetry tended after the 1950s seems not to have caused him the slightest anxiety. An exhilarating fact of that career is his dedication and independence of mind, despite the penury which he was obliged to endure as a consequence. For years he was sidelined, or neglected, even ignored, but he proved himself durable and dogged. He underwent that determined, suffering silence which turned out to be a touchstone or proof of his subjects and the artistry through which he presented them. It can sometimes seem that a poet’s value in society is the perseverance with which he or she cleaves to instinctive choices made early on and which in the course of time become identifying matters of faith or principle.


Literary history invites us to choose between Graham and Larkin, or Larkin and Hughes, or who and who … It’s the owl-cry of bores attempting to make a name for themselves by ‘revising the canon’. God rot them. In doing what they do they show that literary history is often wrong, its fallibility caused by a self-interested heave of opinion, much of it academic, and most of it guilty of ignoring the possibility that poetry can emerge from mysterious sources, both secular and spiritual at the same time, and address itself mysteriously to mysterious subjects. There are different kinds of poetry and they are all indispensable. My first encounter with Graham’s work was The Nightfishing (1955), which I bought secondhand from a book-barrow in a lane off Renfield Street in Glasgow over forty years ago in 1960. Thoroughly jolted by local references which spoke to me of the Firth of Clyde, which I knew well, from the water and not just ‘views’ from the land, I was obliged to shudder with an acknowledgement to myself that I’d never before heard of this poet.






Very gently struck


The quay night bell.








Could these opening lines of The Nightfishing be any more evocative, authoritative, exact, and as wonderful as they are? The impression is as beautiful as the green light that Jay Gatsby sees on a pier on the other side of his Firth, except that here we do not see it so much as listen to it. Graham can oblige you to listen to light. His poetry permits you to listen to what is not normally audible.






I am befriended by


This sea which utters me.








He is a poet who surrenders to the impulses and wisdoms offered by his subjects. Although the ‘voice’ in his poems is strong, and there is much first-person singular, there is hardly any presence of an ego, of a personality and its grievances, although there is regret embodied in his recollections of the past. Much of his achievement stems from this. Graham’s is a poetry very much of voice or sound, but with doses of self kept to a minimum, although there can be heard an audible force of character. ‘These words take place’, he writes in The Nightfishing. He saw his poems as events that would ‘disturb the language’.


If The Nightfishing represents the height of his ambition by the mid-1950s, it was to be fifteen years before his next collection finally appeared. Malcolm Mooney’s Land (1970) was worth the wait. The title poem contains one of his crucial images, perhaps one of the most arresting moments in twentieth-century poetry as a whole. Here he has no need to mention the word ‘language’. Instead, the image says it all, and appeals to the five senses with uncanny force.






        Yesterday


I heard the telephone ringing deep


Down in a blue crevasse.


I did not answer it and could


Hardly bear to pass.








The repetition of ‘language’ and communication as obsessive, unfinished subjects can at times feel overdone. But they sit at the core of his work in a context of the sea, aloneness, love, friendships, memories, of speaking into a haunted and haunting void. It is as if his meanings exist on a table by lamplight, dropped there from a questing mind, in a place where solitude and silence were possible. He is a nocturnal poet, a poet of ‘the small hours’ who can perceive the poetic momentousness of what are practically non-events.






Yet somewhere a stone


Speaks and maybe a leaf


In the dark turns over.








Implements in Their Places appeared in 1977, just two years before Collected Poems 1942–1977. Simple bibliographical fact illustrates how Graham’s reputation and readers’ interest in his work had become consolidated after years of relative neglect. Implements included ‘Johann Joachim Quantz’s Five Lessons’, which I consider one of his finest poems. Quantz, an eighteenth-century virtuoso flautist, speaks on five occasions to a pupil, Karl, ‘a lout from the canal/ With big ears but an angel’s tread on the flute.’ I feel tempted to read it as the closest we get to a manifesto on art-making by Graham, the least abstract of cerebral, contemplative poets. It ends:






        What can I say more?


Do not be sentimental or in your Art.


I will miss you. Do not expect applause.







                                                          Douglas Dunn


                                               Dairsie, October 2003










* For abbreviations used in the Foreword, Introduction and Notes, see Bibliography, p. 379.




















Introduction





Admirers of W. S. Graham have long felt that his Collected Poems is due for revision. It is not, in fact a collected volume at all: while the last three collections, The Nightfishing (1955), Malcolm Mooney’s Land (1970) and Implements in their Places (1977), are included complete, the book contains only a selection of his earlier work. In 1979, this omission was understandable; the poetry of the neo-romantic 1940s, when Graham began his career, was treated by critics as an embarrassment. Unlike some of his contemporaries, however – Tom Scott and Norman MacCaig, for example – who renounced their work of this period, he never regretted his youthful experimentalism, and defended it to the last. Writing to Gavin Saunders, he maintained:




My early poems are as good as my later poems. They are maybe not as fashionable, but neither are my later poems. The early poems are other objects with their own particular energies. To say I am getting better, or have written myself into a greater clearness, is very much a surface observation. (NFM, p. 367.)





Now, with the steady growth of his reputation since his death in 1986, and an increasing interest in the British modernist poetry scene in which he started his career, it is time to make the entire contents of his seven collections available at last.


A more difficult decision is what to do about the material Graham never published in book form. There are the poems published in magazines which he left out of his collections, or which were written too late for the Collected, and there are the poems from notebooks or included in letters to friends. Some of this work has already found its way into print, notably in the pamphlet Uncollected Poems and the book Aimed at Nobody. Nevertheless, it has a different status from ‘the official canon’, as the editors of Aimed at Nobody acknowledge in their introduction. Graham himself was quite clear about the distinction; when one of his off-the-cuff poems was printed in the Times Literary Supplement without his permission, his reaction was indignant (NFM, p. 189). I have therefore decided to segregate uncollected and manuscript poems in an appendix. Uncollected Poems and Aimed at Nobody are included complete, as well as a few other poems which have not yet appeared in book form. The present collection makes no claim to be a Complete Poems, but I believe it does contain his best and most representative work.


In making the notes for this collection I have been astonished all over again by the richness of Graham’s vocabulary (including many words drawn from Scots), by the breadth of his knowledge of myth, history, art and popular culture, and by the ease with which he slips between the real world and one peopled by the creatures of his imagination. It is not always easy to tell the latter two categories apart (and no doubt it is not meant to be). The references in these poems leave plenty of scope for scholars of the future. In particular there are many minor characters for whom I have not been able to provide supplementary information, and who may be either fictional or untraced real figures. To avoid too much repetition or cross-referencing between notes, I have created separate sections for people and places mentioned in the poems, and a glossary. Readers seeking help with a particular poem are advised to read the notes to that poem first, then turn to one or more of the other sections if necessary.


Graham’s spelling and punctuation often appear eccentric. While this may sometimes be attributable to simple error, he was also fascinated by the transformations that could be achieved by breaching the conventional boundaries of words and sentences. Words are run together (gloworm, lamblood) or split apart (child / Hood, home / Ing), or their spelling changed to create new meanings (nighthead instead of knighthead). Syntax is given similar treatment: ‘Gently disintegrate me / Said nothing at all.’ This approach, liberating for the poet, can cause problems for the editor. In the end, the only consistent policy is to resist the temptation to make corrections, and follow the text of the Collected Poems, or best published source. The only changes made are corrections of known typographical errors, and the replacement of double inverted commas, as used in the Collected Poems, with the less intrusive single ones, as found in the original volumes. Unpublished poems follow the manuscript, even to the extent of reproducing an obvious (but not authenticated) typo like ‘the the’ in ‘With the Dulle Griet in Canada’. Readers should note that the names of people and places are also subject to Graham’s playful transgressions. A misspelled name may be the marker of a shift into a parallel universe, as in the poem ‘A Walk to the Gulvas’ where the poet and his wife vainly search the Cornish landscape for a place transformed by his imagination from its real-world equivalent, the Galvers. The originals of proper nouns can be found in the glosses of the People and Places sections.


MATTHEW FRANCIS
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THE SEVEN JOURNEYS (1944)



























THE NARRATOR









I am the hawk-heart braced in the epic’s hero


Hollow and lit in a single follyless zone


Twinned with a dawn and a dark.


Graceless in gardens I hear my unvisited care


Squawk back at the sculptured cuckoo’s nursery rhyme


Chimed in the dandelion tower.


Eyelashed and petald alone in the shepherd season


I walk heaved high from the earth confessing the voice


That runs ever over the hour


Confessing the death without space for the laying of dead


The rudder and rocket stem and the murder swerve


At the tender right-wrong heart.







The hiccuping hero the narrator lindenward


Reels at the waltz with diaphanous water fronds


Telling his ribbed in vanity.


I worship a skylift of Narnain blaeberry globed


Priestlike sealed in a tensile sac in a nerve


In the vein-geared bubble of vision.


While whisper the tethered anemones under the grave


And the narrative sprouts from the bone-sweet skull


Telling a blossom to its bulb


And spins in a hollow of sound in the emerald dome


Tinctured vermilion and told in the glacier heart


That trades the unmapped spell along the blood.







The raven at larch time dwarfed in the calyxed chronicle


In my head’s helmet weathers no wheeling sky.


The banished bird spins no horizon.


Yet my eye webs the word. History in a bowl


Spreads out a firth for ptarmigan and the pedlar’s moth


And anarchy within a cage.


Who knows the rose or quotes her holy somersaults


Preached from a dangled spinner on a maypole thread.


What summer eyes perched deep within a dream


Could bring the god the child and the rose to speak.


What tongue like a stamen stemmed on a kiss or a grave


Is yet enchanted into form.



























THE FIRST JOURNEY









Launched three windy neptunes high from a gargoyle scree


My birth in a spittle of glass like the death of a lark


In a settling largo falls from the crucified height


Or in motion fearfully loves the rainbow waterspout


And climbs the myth, the tented miracle.


Born in a diamond screeched from a mountain pap


My faith with a hoof in myrtle considers the jig


Of the rowans and brambles rocked in the beanstalked moon.


Amen to the dark medusa freezing in air


With the plough in sparstone like the eyes of idols.


Without a song backward since spring bleeds the peat at my shin


My balancing giant so strideful of farewell words


Leads the tenderly mimicing feet of my wormward heart


On a weaving hair path gouged by a roving seal


Through mauve seas tasselled and trellissed in emerald.







Each eye has a maidenhead set for a crimson cry


That will swim from the oak of my human ghost


Or flow in a troutless day from Sgurr nan Gillian


The crumple of waking wind at my winter’s edge


Peers over the prance of my shoulder in air


At the last erupted second, feeding my dance


Through Helen’s eyes down through the prayers of fingers.


The sponge of stone holds cold my cinder of striding


Holds my earth’s map of journeys like a toadstool owl.


Now my young shouldering east radiant in quartz


Spins on a pilgrim compass through the dawn


Stranding the stars on waking shoals of light.


My flourishing prophet on cockhorse scatters the sun


Through dragonfly graves dark on my pith of travel.


SHEER I break AGAINST those EVERMORE GLITTERING SEASONS.



























THE SECOND JOURNEY









Even this woman to her lover woven


Inherits my spidering stranger’s mile upon mile


Over skeleton fevers of bells that speak


Swung in the shell of her creel-dwelling heart.


In a meadowing ballad my sprit points bliss


To plough in the rivering air of her footpath songs.


And away where forsworn profiles in her eyes


Peak their discovered metaphors through mortal dells


My brogue strikes kingdoms on enduring flints.


My cobbler’s innocence breaks too fondly sprigged


Across her estuary of oyster-speaking womb.







Even the harlequin at blithe meridian


Snared at her elbow furred with a driven frost


Takes my wind’s feathering dagger of crystal North


Over his legendary silt of brain.


His twelfth day dies. He herds peninsulas of dark


Brings round his sky the straying seeds of stars.


They roost in minnow-crossing circuses above his land.


And I move under climbing the coral sins


Their charmed way branching from his clown-bonny cairns


And stitch my floral spectre on his proud cataract


That spins the cascade-turning mills on his moral glade


And drains to farthest outlines of his vaulted fable.







Even this landscape piled in a level of love


Wrecks a rich filament of roads across my heel.


Three rivers rinse a desert from my prow.


A mountain’s wiseman covers with perfect joy


The brow of a tumult of splendours hung in midamber.


Under my threading demon, direction in a gland


Throws round her dream’s device a hermit’s oval.


Over my hair in a gale of geese


The clown’s volcano and the echoing girl’s plateau.


And this saint’s bridge that decorates with lightning


My shadow’s perpetual visit, excels my birth.



























THE THIRD JOURNEY









Later through a million fells the tempest in my spine


Lays a strath-serpent engraved on the roseate earth


From my wakened head’s young verdict of the year


To seasons sluiced in a paradise of pinions


In carillioned regions hung with a vow of stars.


Were you in this land with the clutch of a poet’s sleeve


With the venturing rill of my scarlet spraying marvel


Crossing more luminous margins than April.


For I am a genius of rivers. My muse is a ship


Exalted and rigged on the spray that your worlds present


To my hazards of spate, like a nebulae-misted child


Lonely of lullabys pelted on aerial plains


And sailing on deltas endeared in the wizard’s head.







My mast in pearly latitudes of ploughman’s skies


Dredges the rooks from under simpler keels


Than score their dusk-endented wakes in divers’ ears.


I build an iliad in a limpet dome.


I lay my tributary words in lovers’ lakes


Tangled and tied in a knot of eels


Melodiously patterned in a pitch-black shell


That whorls my ruddering heaven in grammars of tide.


Charted on leaves the crucified river in veins


Harks with a bridebell speaking on far canals


To the drunken bow of a foreign sailor’s knell


That swims on the foam of your whale in a gland of blood.







I am a scholar of seas. My alphabet steers


The mull of a kettledrummed villagers’ land of choirs


And swings from the elbow of friends at a fair of peaks


To the untillered islandless reasons of tide


That spill in a seanight’s cave behind the eyes.


Still I pass fathom-voyaged in a volted thread


Rigged with a stay of justice devised in fables


Differently learning an avalanche of kin.


Here at this leapfrog place learning laws


Building an infant’s alchemy of mermaid wests,


My craft with leopards at the lonely bow


Swings a long shadowed jib of proud alarms


And wakens villages and larks in scalloped cells.



























THE FOURTH JOURNEY









There are no certain miles in ice-invented vales


Yet look where my saint’s value pads in snow turrets


Like down a polar spiral in a berg of bone


And scrawls on keels of glaciers governed in glass


The sign of a nervous leglong crucifixion.


This is a pod of creeds, an architecture


Towered with needles, rung with a peal of seeds


That veer on infant-levered winds over pale ranges


Nailed to the gyring victories of North and South.


Yet all in ice-constructed fruit in glass orchards.







Answering the abstract annals of unhero’d floes


The chimes of sweet Elizabethan turtled air


Guide their soul cirrus monuments of azure


Round the skull’s thundery cathedral adored in ice.


Let this head’s unsearched gorge gird a fool’s Philomel.


Let this bird’s moon bleach a swain’s velvet bed.


Let me from a Celtic sex with granite my costume


Rise like a bangled Messiah in a saga’s beak


And break the Arctic girl with no seal’s barrier


And set her madrigals round my flint wrists.







There are no sheer frontiers of bliss in astral prisms


The crystal pastures unsure with spectral foals


The stallions stamping rainbows on unbridged graves.


And under icy garments of the waves and plains


The barriers lay a maze athwart exchanging battles.


I see the new summer-dreamed arc in the master sky


And juggle with highroads of precious eyes


For my next step’s harbour further than perfection


Or any ceiling’s rubies barbaric in halls of love.







My eyes with no landmark tangle in towns.


My toe displays its blizzard to curious accordians.


Foals crop on wise gentians and scare to stalls.


And rats to watchtower ruins run in eternal fear.


This is no tinkling entrance bridged through gems


But eyes derived from mangers in Northern stables


Enter their polar globes for my socket’s luggage


And carry all this town’s transparent grace


Scored and graded on a glaze of frost


That spheres the jingling fingernail of Christ.



























THE FIFTH JOURNEY









Becoming a swan let my sailing sperm relate


The ruthless chorus in a fen of swerving queens


As through a sound my chaos wading the capsized stain


Wins from the varnished loch’s awakened runnels


An intimate prologue to a babbling flock of heads.


If only a dish in a cradle of quarries would hear


My sailing song of rituals coiled in willow worms


My water round of fame divining the foam in a womb


And load the fenian idiot’s ear and plunge his eye


Where millwakes rob a parliament of ponds.


For this cast swan-mark becoming reality


Speaks with a word of webs in suicides of foam


And finds this history based on level lakes


Where morning unwinds a woman to a cripple.







Becoming the shame on a spilling virgin’s mask


My limbs erect a hovering roof of birds


To shelter this unfenced river-couch of dams


Where gardeners prune the glow-worm coasts in breasts


And screen her vault’s vagina with tormenting rakes.


As I in solitary distortion on enamelled weirs


Veer through a wave on a girl’s diagonal joy


Flesh sings a law of years from grief to grave


And hangs a rebel from a theory’s watershed.


So between parallel cliffs walling the seed’s minch


I pass in the soil of a bed-sinning venus


And hear the archaic crimes on shore gardens


The cries of the lame sexdealer on nipples of rock


And the flashing funeral of night in anchored knees.







Becoming a dhow from the reign of a finial phallus


My deity buoyed on the lake of a basin of bone


Unreefs a windy code across the gruff season


And twines a linen language on tilting acres.


The lame girl pegged on the daughter’s bitter sheet


Marks out in sanskrit her love-broke bible


Lays out a legend on her heart-built pebble


And turns her winter’s manuscript to face the wall.


If words in a woman of silk hold a wand’s wound


Then this bell singing duties to the mandrake vandal


Unfastens Magdalen to love and leads her guilt


On morning shores where stamens are bound in stooks.






























THE SIXTH JOURNEY









A hundred heavens and west on every pinnacle


Tent with a geography of gannets my trinket skerry


And wheel the fish in piper’s gales of vine


Round the surf spun in a cherry in mangers of dulse.


With Judas my head, the thunderclapping hub


The joywheel ring of tempest-engendered wrack


Peels round my Crusoe sky a drunken almanac


Lights on this Galway inish my island’s negro


And swings the wrinkling sea on a servant hinge.


Here inland the goat on felsite galleries


Diseased with the bleat of a brain’s nightingale


On crevice altars crops the briny grape


And crops the burning bush with shrivelled heart.


I am the spindle of the equator’s garland


Signed with the intellectual bruise from agate.







My cavalcade of druids that hoop the island’s guts


In miraculous dykes from pineal elements


Expose the otter in the insect’s flying sea


Weaving a dead rudder in hemispheres of milt.


Here is the navigating beetle that quenches Jesus


And stings a cauterising reel in gaelic kilns.


But I, although the bonfire in my blackthorn ribs


Translates my reasonable church to ladled kelp,


Spin out on fertile kyles a footprint wake


Fictitious as the telescope’s terrain of torrents.


As salt as glittering gratitude this testament


Heaves in a trend of rock-betrothing darlings.


I call the ocean my faith. I write my breath


On bright unpunishable minds where pentacles


Singe the winged flamen’s pelt and branded loin


And jerk an earring’s carol as he milks the stars.







Who times my deity, defines my walking sin


In curfew inches on a chain of printed chimes?


What text is my breath on resurrected reefs


Where west records my teething bliss of helms?


Lulled in a mould the main dead land replies.


A collar-bone of moor recites a pine’s history


Building a silent lintel on the curlew’s parish.


In the main grave where resin fountains and fiddles


Beetles cast peacocks. A Mary blesses worms


Still as unhunted wires folded in ticking fossils.


And all the continent of season-bottled kings


Where climates rule the coursing heaven cat


Translate the burning strata of this clay sermon


And hang a heather harvest from a tomb-cold gravity.


I am the frosty prophet of a grasshopping summer.



























THE SEVENTH JOURNEY









Time and again a Mayscape’s botany shapes


My weathering heart that shakes and marks a door.







Forerunning the rose and climbing swans and skies


My anvil hill (who tells what a faith will forge?)


Makes trim a law-landmark for summer’s instrument


Makes sure example of the skinflint spring


That fires a country foreword to my spinal stair


And fashions a journey’s flora in my liveoak sense.


Cock of the season-printed North, with a name of litmus


Testing the pollen scales and scotfree crimson lyns,


My ceaseless trespass steps a bridge-swung formula.


With wonder towards, expecting only, prophecy


From any pedestrian ocean or fisherman,


I, in the rills and eddy of a wreck’s triton scream


Gesture a harbour in morning for a beggar finch.


An easter tree of crosses, green sin by sin


Sprouts a long spite of inches on my stepping zodiac


That whets a young moon in the tightrope ruffian dusk


To screech cut water from Christ’s walking feet.







It has been dialogue and garden’s answer


In my nightfalling heart, delving a valley.







Beyond my dawnrung footgems tilts a stellar phrase


Preaching a discovered hallow to my world’s toe-stars


Till my truth’s accident builds a sealed tropic of love


Girt with a cage of latitudes no gauge destroys


And exiled in a molecule no liberty selects.


Here is the midwife anarchy of longedfor summer.


Here is the husband hearseman in the enchanted meter.


And I am the eyelashed son with a private proverb


Dreaming a glenman’s library under Cruachan.


Count out the thunderlimits of the exquisite step


Through the griefless arcade of this median spring.


Count out the distant seasons. The towns lie under.


Hear the far face and voice as though of winter.


Somewhere in distilled harmonies a tumult spins


One for each human constellation in a skull,


And blows a world of faculties in a watched bubble


And ribs my magpie comet in a cage without grievance.







History has run along my heart’s boundaries


And webbed a creature, so making noisy war.







Time takes my hand. Here, as the headland fosters joy


Caverned in foreheads, outlawed in whinstone fists,


The calendar calls diagrams down dinging wells.


The nighthead tells my simple destination


With the unstinted wailing signs of encirclement


That break upon the shores of my deserves.


The earth, braced as a steed to draw the prince


With spear of joy between the cockroach spires


Revolves in each ingredient and flower,


Turns with the meadow’s gentle acrobat.


I fall not here nor ever when beetles clock blood


That flows in a crimson aqueduct on the green heartside,


Can fear suggest my lover in a puppet sexton


Dangling a wilderness of love from her fond ceiling.


I fill the chart but the heart is a changing ground.


The eye is a lake. The sky is Neptune hovering.


May was my law. Nineteen fortytwo.


























CAGE WITHOUT GRIEVANCE (1942)



























OVER THE APPARATUS OF THE SPRING IS DRAWN









Over the apparatus of the Spring is drawn


A constructed festival of pulleys from sky.


A dormouse swindled from numbers into wisdom


Trades truth with bluebells. The result unknown


Fades in the sandy beetle-song that martyrs hear


Who longingly for violetcells prospect the meads.







As luck would testify, the trend for logic’s sake


Takes place on pleasant landscapes within graves


That flesh, the sun’s minister, in jealous agonies


Seeks out in choral vagaries with bird and blood.


Those funnels of fever (but melody to gales)


Tenant the spiral answer of a scarecrow daisy.







The country crimes are doctrines on the grass


Preaching a book of veins. The answer is order.


A derrick in flower swings evening values in


And wildernight or garden day frames government


For thieves in a prison of guilt. Birches erect


The ephemeral mechanism of welcoming.


And Spring conquests the law in a cuckoo’s school.



























OF THE RESONANT RUMOUR OF SUN, IMPULSE OF SUMMER









Of the resonant rumour of sun, impulse of summer


My bride is born. Love finds not here ambition.


I am the dunce of sacrifice yet at the sun’s table


With vein after vein unmaking the cadence of blood


My hope is wildly heaven’s, certain of conflict.


Who, with a heart bound to his writing battle


Would sign humanity and index legendary bliss?







Questions ring bells and thistles blow the time.


Chime speaks in silken floaters. The answer settles.


Blood builds its platform on a love-me-not


And calculates from exile the seed’s dominion.


Love cascades myrtle gospels from the nipple’s hill.


Who, with a nettle forefinger sparking covenants


Will sting humanity and point the docken ground?







How shall I deal her the shock of summer?


Well the Spring knows and the hovering ram


That prances the long black gunwale of days.


Questions bud arteries and tribunals cast berries.


The weasel prints lust in a palace of maggots.


Who, with a map of picnics primed for April


Could probe humanity and hoist a sign of veins?



























O GENTLE QUEEN OF THE AFTERNOON









O gentle queen of the afternoon


Wave the last orient of tears.


No daylight comet ever breaks


On so sweet an archipelago


As love on love.







The fundamental negress built


In a cloudy descant of the stars


Surveys no sorrow, invents no limits


Till laughter the watcher of accident


Sways off to God.







O gentle queen of the afternoon


The dawn is rescued dead and risen.


Promise, O bush of blushing joy,


No daylight comet ever breaks


On so sweet an archipelago


As love on love.



























AS IF IN AN INSTANT PARAPETS OF PLANTS









As if in an instant parapets of plants


Would squander the tricks of summer


And sprout in a madman’s enterprise,


My leashed pigeon in theatres of hawks


Creeps down the bow-back rafters to my hair.







Should I be here in this rare scaffolding


Clutching the promise of primrose?


You with a yokel handful of blight


Pitching your jacket on gowan,


Conceal the hollow in the core of love


For fear will fast after it move.







This lyrical contrivance feeds the grain


That feeds not you or astragal


Crisscross on air to perch a bird.


But nourishes the nest enclosed


Three ways by bone and one by blood.







Here is a garland for this neck of fear


That never from heaven’s joist dropped feather.


Time to be safe from every Spring.


Creep down a stanchion of the ark.


Time is not here to chime a harvest brooch.






























1ST LETTER









Right break your tooth on faith. Climb up the sea.


Saw you my noose of flowers, my world’s anemones


Punish her playground in the children’s trees?


I also climb theories in so shallow a burn


As Calder, restless for trout and a genius


That life wears out on a ladder of water.


What wakens in rivers where couples glimmer


Keeping to park paths of landscape glamour


Babbles through rooks, the people of my blood


Who sing through evenings in my wood of worlds.







Offer me summer to speak from at my hand


With fingers sipping the rose of a blouse of bush


And the right to raise across my ceiling


More than her smile to rent to the martyr,


And what this festival would tell forgive.


For I see slanting through her sex’s heaven


Love walled in petals with a choice of planets,


A face for death with a will for faith.


Offer me centre of the winter’s parish


That I might sweep or weep the snow away.







And sure enough fences are everywhere.


Behind me science advances and you see me walk


Parallel to the same canal where she as a swan


Swims round the pastoral and camouflage of wars.


If tides have a minute the denying harbour


May land rebellion for her struggling cargo,


So in you my costume walks trying your trestles


Telling her wound and woman-found circle of sea


Her will in a family of waves in a circle of sea


To the host of your head, to your hoisted heart.







When over your firth my volcanic sorrow


Falls in a cinder of never-cooling birds


Gather the words like a scholar of coral


And build up hordes in your brain for burial.


With chorus and carol of blood for ceremony


Sink deep in veins those birds for bridges.


She must sigh and walk for her heart is hers


To take with a rigged perspective on the sea


All lashed with the never-wreck of night and day


That buoys her rung will and obeys her faith.



























HERE NEXT THE CHAIR I WAS WHEN WINTER WENT









Here next the chair I was when winter went


Down looking for distant bothies of love


And met birch-bright and by the blows of March


The farm bolder under and the din of burning.







I was what the whinfire works on towns


An orator from hill to kitchen dances.


In booths below bridges that spanned the crowds


Tinkers tricked glasses on lips and saw my eyes.







Like making a hut of fingers cupped for tears


Love burned my bush that was my burning mother.


The hoodiecrow in smoke in a wobbling wind


If a look is told for fortune saw my death.







So still going out in the morning of ash and air


My shovel swings. My tongue is a sick device.


Fear evening my boot says. The chair sees iceward


In the bitter hour so visible to death.






























THERE WAS WHEN MORNING FELL









There was when morning fell


No rest for ghosts or the hosts that feed my days.


Webs nourished no alarm.


At green partitions the serene infusion of eyes


Discovered resorts crossbeamed for journeymen.


Through a scale of classics on tilting planes


Crowds behind giggling masks calculated trade


And alone by the seaside’s fury.







My flag on a shipyard’s truss


Grappled with eyes on spinning lathes under frames


With a cornice of rust and Spring.


Proof needs no faith. This bedstead for my lung


Tethered no grasses from her traffic’s transom.


For my devotion craftsmen lined out death.


Time’s cable or serpent wound round winch or reel


And squealed sin’s question.







Day through my prison walked.


Cockles submerged their flower-exploding cells


And climbed my weedy wall.


And here the structure’s lawful artist showed


Bound in the description of a staircase pier.


This beamwork in jigsaw apexes displayed


A scene made three and whirling chairoplanes


On architectured slopes.







After, when who I was


Stands rarer and as fair as natural hawk


My death will need no roof


To trellis Spring’s horizon from my head.


Laid out with bloodshot pennies on my mind


My dead discovery in evening corridors


Shall bring this crossbeamed sycamore of steel


To brace my crowded heart.
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