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PREFACE





Elizabeth Jennings gave me a small ceramic sheep once, although one of its legs had fallen off and most of its spaghetti-like wool had disintegrated. I was in the first year of my English degree at Cardiff University, and had gone to visit my school friend Debbie, who was studying at Oxford Brookes. Debbie worked in a café called Beau Champs next to Gloucester Green coach station, and I arrived early and sat down to wait until she had finished her shift. As I did so, an elderly woman, who I later learned from the owners of the café was a published poet called Elizabeth Jennings, struck up conversation. According to the café owners, Jennings sat there for most of the day every day, reading the newspaper and discussing the latest films (she was a frequent cinema-goer) or Thatcher (whose politics she despised) with anyone with time to talk. After I had made a few visits to Oxford, and enjoyed several brief conversations with Jennings, she showed me a shoe-box of objects that she carried around with her in the last years of her life, filled with broken china, doll’s house furniture, lockless keys, elastic bands and old pencils, and presented to me, without explanation, a ceramic sheep.


With the onset of exams, I stopped visiting the café and it wasn’t until I started to study Jennings’ poetry that I thought again about our meetings. The incident had, on the surface, confirmed her widely commented-on title as Britain’s ‘bag lady of the sonnets’, and, as her older sister Aileen Albrow told me, she often played up to this eccentric role, notoriously receiving her OBE in an over-sized duffle coat and woolly hat. And yet, like many readers of Jennings’ poetry, I soon discovered that this bag-lady image was something of a smokescreen for a profoundly devotional, thoughtful and emotionally observant poet, one engaged in exploring love, joy, friendship, loneliness, depression, faith and poetics. Her published and unpublished poems alike often speak in raw and stark terms of what it means to undergo sadness, despair and breakdown, experiences from which she often claimed to have been rescued by her intense and moving commitment to Roman Catholicism. This faith served as a kind of elastic seal around her poetry, quieting and holding in its content while allowing the narrator to push a little at its boundaries, allowing for what she called the ‘silence of a tripped tongue’ (‘Towards a Religious Poem’) to confide a humane and consoling devotion to God.


The sense of words falling through a reflective silence defines much of Jennings’ poetry, and meaning breathes through the page rather than being stated or declared. The reader can almost feel this breath through the countless ‘O’s that appear throughout her volumes of published work. While her handwritten manuscripts variously use the spelling ‘Oh’ or ‘O’, Jennings tended to correct her typescripts to the single ‘O’, a letter that punctures her poems with holes through which their sound whistles. ‘O love is kind, O love is kind’ Jennings sings in ‘Love Poem’, a characteristically Romantic verse that evokes Christian and human affection while also separating her work stylistically and affectively from that of her literary contemporaries. This new edition of her poetry seeks to reinstate Jennings as one of the most discerning and lyrical Christian poets of the twentieth century, and does so by reproducing both her published work (including several neglected volumes never before anthologised) and a sample of her unpublished poetry, now spread across several archives in both Britain and North America.


Jennings wrote an astonishing number of poems and prose essays, enough to fill a volume of this size many times over. This edition collects nearly all of her published work (with the exception of two weak volumes, An Oxford Cycle and In Shakespeare’s Company); and a representative group of her unpublished poems (although her attempts at limericks are excluded, a form I think Jennings used for writing practice rather than publication). A small number of obvious typographic errors in her published poems have been corrected, otherwise the texts are reproduced as they appeared in the first editions of the original collections. Jennings often did not sign her manuscript poems, and so many of them are undated. I have listed her unpublished dated poems chronologically, and, where several poems appear under the same date, in the order by which they are catalogued in the archive (Jennings’ work is housed in four main archives: University of Delaware Library Special Collections; John Rylands, Manchester, Special Collections; Georgetown University, Special Collections and Washington University in St Louis, Special Collections). Undated poems are included under a separate heading, and printed in the order in which they are catalogued. My transcriptions of these manuscript poems are faithful to Jennings’ unrevised drafts, although her handwriting very occasionally forced an element of interpretation. Usefully, Jennings tends to divide stanzas with a dash and signifies the end of a poem with a ÷ sign, although repeated crossings-out and scribbles render some poems more uncertain than others. I have included only poems that Jennings legibly completed; and added some minor formatting that accords with those methods she uses in her published work (for example, her preference for placing punctuation inside, not outside, quotation marks).




 





I owe thanks to many people for assistance and encouragement during the development of this edition, in particular Grover J. Askins, Catherine Bates, Jane Dowson, Stella Halkyard, Cathia Jenainati, Mark Knight, Erin Lafford, Peter Larkin, Rebecca Lemon, Jon Roberts, Sophie Rudland, Jason Rudy, Nicholas Scheetz, Jeremy Treglown, Rhian Williams, Judith Willson, and my students and colleagues at the University of Warwick. I am grateful to the Arts and Humanities Research Council, and the K. Blundell Trust at the Society of Authors, for financial support; and to the archivists at the British Library, London; University of Delaware Special Collections; Georgetown University Special Collections; John Rylands, Manchester; and the University of Washington, St. Louis for guidance with Jennings’ manuscripts. I would like to especially thank Amjad Shad, neurosurgeon at the University Hospital, Coventry, physiotherapist David Howells and my parents for their continued support during and following my work on this edition; Rachel Buxton and Michael Schmidt for generously and amiably sharing their knowledge of and research on Jennings; and Helen Tookey for her editorial assistance with the volume. Finally, many thanks to Jennings’ sister, the late Aileen Albrow, and Jennings’ friends, Gina Pollinger and Priscilla Tolkien, who each offered invaluable help with contextual details about Jennings’ life and works. 



















EARLY WORKS



























The Elements









The elements surround us,


Earth, water, air and fire,


And O my love I bring you


Those thoughts that long since found us


And quickened our desire;


So this desire I sing you.







Earth with its rich enfolding


I lay before your feet:


I lay it for your waking


And for your body’s moulding,


This earth, a golden sheet,


Smoothed sweetly for your taking.







Water I bring for lovers


To wash their golden hands,


Water that gently hovers


And falls on arid lands;


Take it, my love, this river


It will not flow for ever.







Air I bring with caresses


Fluttering on your breath,


And silver-thin my kisses


Laid on your lips beneath,


Laid between life and death.







The last gift that I give you,


My love, is quickening fire,


It curls in blood-red fingers


And in its flame I leave you:


O guard it while it lingers,


It keeps my whole desire.



























Estrangement









Neither map nor compass tells the heart’s decay,


No chisel cuts across the lines of love:


Night still is night and day remains but day,


Only our thoughts and not our bodies move.










No dial reasons why we fall apart,


The clock goes ticking on, we cannot see


The palest indication that the heart


Will not strike out the night’s futurity.



























The Lucky









Sailors and gamblers and all such,


These least expect and most deserve my praise


Who, not didactic, yet most ably teach


The tranquil taking of the splendid days.







For whom a spot of breeze, a turned-up penny


Bring golden lights into their lucky eyes –


These face the world and have no fear of any,


And strut the daily storms without disguise.



























Modern Poet









This is no moment now for the fine phrases,


The inflated sentence, words cunningly spun,


For the floreate image or the relaxing pun


Or the sentimental answer that most pleases.







We must write down an age of reckless hunger,


Of iron girders, hearts like plumb-lines hung


And the poet’s art is to speak and not to be sung


And sympathy must turn away to anger.



























Time









Why should we think of ends, beginnings,


Who for a moment draw our pace


Through moons and sunsets, risings, wanings,


Who brush the moment, seek a place


More than a minute’s hopes and winnings?










Why cannot we accept the hour,


The present, be observers and


Hold a full knowledge in our power,


Arrest the falling of the sand?


And keep the watchful moment, pour


Its meaning in the hurried hand?



























The Clock









The old clock


With its tick reluctant, slow,


Makes me wish there were some clock within


More regular than heart, steady as rock,


That we might know


The time to end, begin,


The time for stopping love or war


Or hate,


And see the stiff hand turning O before


Before it is too late.



























Deception









Children who find their strength in loneliness,


Discouraging the bright sun on the roofs


(The sun that nullifies their secret caves)


Are desperate before the lovers’ kiss


Acknowledging defeat and laugh at love’s







Cowardly despair in loneliness.


They swear that they will never love like this,


And boys in gangs harry the girls and run


In many lonelinesses, quick to shun


The female wrath, the pity of the sun.







They keep their separateness like a disease


Until the darkness can no longer hide


Their ebbing strength, their impotent despair,


And out they come at last and wear their need


Like conquerors. Their coming they declare


Is but to end the women’s loneliness.






























Warning









Child do not tell your images, we kill them


With argument and I would wish you deaf


Rather than hear the mad cries of our logic


Aiming at beauty, wounding it with grief.


Be silent now and do not tell your magic.







And when your children dream O never tell them


Those dreams were yours, for if they should believe


Such dreams belong to others it would fill them


With knowledge that displaces dreams and if


You argue truth for images you kill them.



























John the Baptist









Growing from old age he was close to death,


When he was born carried the look of death.


The mouth sharp as a sword forbade the touch


Of softness. In the desert he found sand


And friendly thistles for his hardened hand.







He was a god a short time, camped within


A wilderness and found his childhood there,


Built sand castles, was tempted first to sin


But pleasure was repellent. With long hair


He frightened and baptised throughout Judea.







Ironic for him that was precursor


Of one who turned the water into wine


And multiplied the loaves, one who was wiser


In knowing peace. The tawny lion John


Hated the path that he had trodden on.







He had been careless of the power of women


But a voluptuous feast was his own death –


The head upon a plate, the sword-sharp mouth


Condemning dancing with a sad inhuman


Face that shook above Salome’s hips.






























Tuscany









His stopping here grows close to living as


He marks a landscape for his thoughts. Before


His mind inhabited itself and not


Outside itself could pass,


But here


Built ready for him, to be recognised


His thoughts confront him in the light, the trees.







And contemplation active as the sea,


Purposeful yet half drawing back will come


At last in single meeting up the shore.


So all his questions answered outside him


Enrich his prayer,


Expose this different landscape as his home,


All to restore him perfect inwardly.



























Cave Dwellers









Outside the cave the animals roar and whine,


Inside they move upon the walls and stride


Only within the pattern that the men


Who worked in careful patience have allowed.


So rich they are it seems they’re painted in


The creatures’ blood, the blood that burns outside.







Caves are our minds. How to relaxing peace


Our animals withdrawn there! They are tamed


To tapestries and dance on musicless


Obedient only to what we have named


Their laws, yet pacify our own distress.







But still outside the ravenous creatures rove


And set us burning, willing to be consumed


And to consume even the painted cave.


Their claws become our hands which seized and stormed


The peaceful animals who speak of love


And which possessed by power we say we dreamed.
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Delay









The radiance of the star that leans on me


Was shining years ago. The light that now


Glitters up there my eyes may never see,


And so the time lag teases me with how







Love that loves now may not reach me until


Its first desire is spent. The star’s impulse


Must wait for eyes to claim it beautiful


And love arrived may find us somewhere else.



























Winter Love









Let us have Winter loving that the heart


May be in peace and ready to partake


Of the slow pleasure Spring would wish to hurry


Or that in Summer harshly would awake,


And let us fall apart, O gladly weary,


The white skin shaken like a white snowflake.



























Woman in Love









All familiar thoughts grow strange to her,


One thought insists on opening each door,


Each window on to love, the others stir


And creep as strangers, skulking on the edge


To find an entry by some subterfuge.







But she dismisses them and grows one thought


Whatever hands obey, whatever voice


Speaks of indifference. She is tamed, self-taught.


Peace in a high room now defines the noise


As meaningless and she, beyond the range


Of conversation, finds no dreaming strange.










Yet when he comes will then unlearn it all,


Find thought within her mind and fact in him


At variance, almost inimical,


And as peacemaker will exile the dream,


Escape her own mind and acknowledging


This love as strange enact a truer pledging.



























Weathercock









A hard tin bird was my lover


Fluttering with every breeze


To north and west would hover


In fierce extremities


But I would never find


Him quietly in the south


Or in the warmest east


And never near my mouth


And never on my breast.







A hard bird swinging high


Glinting with gold and sun


Aloft swung in the sky


Ready to run


O would I were that sun


He swings to with desire


Could see my love’s gold eye


And feel his fire.



























The Substitute









He rehearsed then with an understudy


(Love he had cast not ready to play the part


Nor knowing yet disturbance in the heart).


Nearly indifferent he explored the body


Of one untutored, ready to be hurt,


Absolute, being unpractised in the role.







She took the lesson wholly in the school


Of his rehearsal, learnt it thoroughly,


Played it entire while his mind still was full


Of the other with whom he could not be,


Who played a passion quite away from him.










If she his waking love and she his dream


Used cruelly should meet, his love would stir


A sympathy and union in them,


The loved and loving have a common theme,


And he the instigator be in neither


But as the cause they recognised each other.



























The Meeting









This meeting now blurs all we have become


Though not quite back to then,


And asks that here we build ourselves not dream


Each other out as when love had begun,


For now each one must fashion himself of


No other but himself and not of love.







So only can we greet and meet in calm


And watch the once mixed love divide and go


To where the other cannot know


And not to you or me as home.


So we construct


Pure meeting of pure self we think and yet


Envy those others moving into love


Strange and oblique where we are now direct.



























The Infatuation









She looks in mood of dream to take his meaning


And loves what she is thinking that she sees


And gathers it so close about her ways


She cannot see he has a true beginning


Within her only, imaged there to dress


All her own passion in a deep distress.







But knows him still away and what she holds


No flesh held deep to love, so wills her passion


Close in a child to argue in a child’s


Absolute power, as object of compassion


To prove her love not inward. But she folds,


As their child moves away, the true negation


Of love; it is a lover that she builds


And this real child no child of such relation.






























The Three









Between them came


Not pleasure from their love


But always, past their senses, her own dream


Of what she made him for herself would move


And each grew helpless wondering at that life.







And making love was not between these two


But her own making this, this image of


What he was not, would never grow,


So in their gestures each grew less to know


Where their minds met and what each had to love.



























Two Voices









‘You are more than your thoughts’ he said


Watching her wandering away from him


In a landscape her own where she denied


Entry to any, kept a private dream


Where all love met rebuff, remained outside,







‘You are more than your love’ she replied


Watching him searching, how his eyes


And hands demanded to include


Her landscape where his loving was


Yet when he entered it it died.







And she beyond her thoughts he thought to hold


Made absolute in love. And he withdrawing


Behind his hope of love, she wished to build –


The seeker and the sought each one pursuing


Where each was, not in love, not in thought, held.



























The Exchange









‘I will unlearn myself for you’ he says


Gazing away from him into her eyes


And drowning some old notion of himself


Within that gaze,


Relinquishing his meaning to her will.










And she discards the self she once would call


Her only self, seems gone entire and all


Given in patience, given in peace to love.


Yet both will fail


To see their old self copied in the full


Glance of the other, an exchange of life.



























Sequence from Childhood







I




Children ponder our possessions with


Minds that are free, they play with curious fears


Adept at suffering second-hand, their legends


Are dire with cruelty. As overseers


They watch with fascination from the path.







Their truth being other than the facts, their brigands,


Pirates and thieves can be shut up at night,


But move like mice within their dreams beneath


The floor of sleep and with the morning light


Appear, unlike ours, fabulous as death.





II




A looking-glass is not where they indulge


Self-scrutiny, it is a country that


Opens before them in a lucky journey


Where animals are waiting to divulge


Important secrets, where the children meet


And threadbare rulers begging for a penny.







The sudden likeness seen is not their will,


They look beyond it curious to spy out


New topsy-turvy landscapes without any


Images of themselves. They would wipe out


Their own reflections clearly to reveal


The tempting country ever in retreat.





III




Children ask that stories be repeated


And if we change a word they catch us out;


Wanting no ends they trace the well-known route 


As if it is new land they have created.


Their history is of animals who live


Lives within lives, are always on the move,


Of kings who fall but to be reinstated.







Their detailed countries live by being told


Over and over, they unwrap new meaning


From stories, learnt by heart, when we repeat them,


A dream made verbal is for them no dream


And boring narratives are where they build


A power of love, a world without beginning.



























Adopted Child









‘This’ they say ‘Is what we could not have.


How strange for other lovers to impart


A meeting thus. And separate from the love


Barren between us, this child grows to move


Almost against the turning of our heart.’







‘Our failure thus shall walk about our son,


Learn to speak dutifully to his parents


Who know him their escape, whose love moves on


To gesture at so tender a pretence


And make a home in others’ innocence.’







But love is inward still, however they


Walk in the child and make him weather all


The tenderness that neither could fulfil,


And never ‘This is you’ will either say


Passing a passion to the child to seal


Their lack, but watch a stranger ignorantly.



























The Alteration









He argued with his thoughts, they would not stir


To go out ceremoniously, wear







The other side of passion. In strict hate


They would not be sent strutting proudly out







But dressed up quietly for no inspection


And tiptoed round and called themselves affection.










And all the tenderness he willed before


Came then unwanted and with much to spare.







Love could be held a little dressed as hate


But turned to fondness must be quite cast out.



























Reminiscence









When I was happy alone, too young for love


Or to be loved in any but a way


Cloudless and gentle, I would find the day


Long as I wished its length or web to weave.







I did not know or could not know enough


To fret at thought or even try to whittle


A pattern from the shapeless stony stuff


That now confuses since I’ve grown too subtle.







I used the senses, did not seek to find


Something they could not touch, made numb with fear;


I felt the glittering landscape in the mind


And O was happy not to have it clear.



























Fantasy









Tree without a leaf I stand


Bird unfeathered cannot fly


I a beggar weep and cry


Not for coins but for a hand







To beg with. All my leaves are down


Feathers flown and hand wrenched off


Bird and tree and beggar grown


Nothing on account of love.



























Jealousy









She spoke the word at last and gave him cause


To fatten on the treachery and grow jealous,


To see the underside of his own love










And find a new power, to be worshipped with


As much care as the love which bound them both,


To tame to tricks or burn incense before.







But when the fever by her malice stirred


Be changed to health before a gentle word,


He will be helpless in his love and wish







The absolute jealousy to touch him further


That he may hold his failure as a mother


Cherishes most the misbegotten one.



























Italian Light









It is not quite a house without the sun


And sun is what we notice, wonder at


As if stone left its hard and quarried state


To be reciprocal to light and let


The falling beams bound and rebound upon


Shutter and wall, each with assurance thrown.







So on descending from the snow we meet


Not warmth of south but houses which contrive


To be designed of sun. The builders have


Instructed hands to know where shadows fall


And made of buildings an obedient stone


Linked to the sun as waters to the moon.



























A View of Positano









He builds the town, puts houses random down


Though they have stood there long. But this is new,


He brings the angles narrow on the view,


Cracked plaster peels, breaks under sun, its rind


Composing then and white within his mind.







The maps, sunglasses and binoculars


Are to detach the place from what he makes it,


To hold it off there in a clear perspective


And out of reach, placed apt in all particulars.


This needful to the town for staring fakes it










And leaves too personal a spirit there.


Afterwards, from the sea, it will grow dim


But rich in promises and seem to air


lts meaning publicly. Be as before


White houses fallen down the cliff


But rooted there as in no traveller’s dream.



























A Tuscan Village









Anchored to its appearance this town yet


Grants you a guess at what goes on in it.


And moving past and never to walk there,


You shape it to perfection, build the walls


With no paint peeling off in sun, you bear







It meaning that it may not have,


A kind of love,


Held on a hill fragile as eyes that stare


Yet firm for ever as your mind fulfils.



























The Place Between









Not here to be exalted


Though the church cries out vividly as there


Up in the mountains where the snow invites


To stations out of ordinary paths.


Many have climbed and wilted


Many whose deaths


Make stories here


Were urged within their own excitement to


A sudden way of being something new.







Here there is peace


To move in circles of a private will,


To chime as bells, in order, to release,


To move as winds move trees upon their roots.


The sailor lets


His ship exceed his pride,


Beyond himself his hand can feel


But he is out there, you inside.










This is the place to fall


To reason, here to learn no mile


Beyond which you may step.


You lie between the hills and sea


To grow what you can be,


Your only aspiration looking up.



























Afternoon in Florence









This afternoon disturbs within the mind


No other afternoon, is out of time


Yet lies within a definite sun to end


In night that is in time. Yet hold it here


Our eyes, our minds, to make the city clear.







Light detains no prisoner here at all


In brick or stone but sends a freedom out


Extends a shadow like a deeper thought,


Makes churches move, once still,


Rocking in light as music rocks the bell.







So eyes make room for light and minds make room


For image of the city tangible.


We look down on the city and a dream


Opens to wakefulness, and waking on


This peace perpetuates this afternoon.



























Deepsea Diver









Strange above water he is exiled in


The freedom of the air, the kinder sea


Was guardian of his thought, explained his will


In terms of fish and tides. Islands begin


Insisting upon choice and he is full


Of loss, uneasy wondering what to love.







Uses the knowledge found in deepsea waters


To ward off every gesture of his will,


Turns into language where the water fell,


What fish intruded. But the watching faces


Inquire in other terms and all he utters










Loses its interest. A quick escape,


One will accuse, you must come up and choose


In your own element of land the shape


Of what you love. Water, he thinks but knows


Waves were indifferent and the mainland asks


A chosen attitude, a dive more deep.



























The Planners









Some who fell in love with lack of order


And liked the random weather, were made angry,


Accused the planners thus ‘It is not brick


Only you set upright and scaffolding


And the roof bending at a perfect angle,


But all our love you end in measurements,


Construct a mood for any moment, teach


Passion to move in inches not by chance’.







And swarming from the forests to new houses


They chipped the walls a little, left footmarks


Across the thresholds, would not scan each other


By clock or compass, terrified the silence


With rough words that had never been thought out.







And builders, poets fell upon them, saw


A just disorder for their alteration,


Would turn the conversation into music,


Tidy the house and from the lovers’ quarrel


Shape a whole scene with middle, end, beginning,


Never be wearied of the straightening out


Though would not recognise they fell in love


Most deeply at the centre of disaster.



























The Harbour









No ship is stationed here for greatness, white


Sails urge forward only momentary


Prowess and funnels strike brief attitudes.


Each cargo lifted out is commentary


On all small voyages, all seaward loss,


No sunburn on a sailor what it was.










Mere idleness is proud, is a lifted thought.


(Here leaning upon a bollard or tapping a pipe


On a boat’s steep side means ‘I am entirely myself’)


All ships but shuffle through the harbour, bells


Suggest that tides are seeking something else,


And only cargo at a looked-for end


Is rich for promise or giving hand.







So this is not the place to ask a tragic


Meaning, a gesture that decides a pause


In ordinariness. Movement is loss,


Yet sailors draw up anchors from their peace


And all pass forward to a wave’s rough logic.


Even the watchful one upon the wharf


Is less himself because the ships must hurry


Relative always, hindrances to love.



























The Arrival









See how travel conveys him as love can


Out of himself. This is not I I feel,


He thinks, but sets himself in will


Newmade to stare, to take a virtue out,


And wonders how to meet all those who fill


The jetty there and wonders how they wait







For him who does not know himself at all;


And though his movement states ‘I am’


He argues with his own identity,


Sees, somewhere back, himself at sea,


Him starting out, him, further still, at home,


And wonders which to gather up to greet


Those waiting who are nothing but their thought


Of strangeness and another way to meet.



























The Stranger









This stranger looks for no encouragement,


Concerns himself with silence, ceases movement


To learn a landscape, yes to grow in it,


And trade all old familiar settings for


The slightest cypress, or one shuttered villa,


A sharp incline, so long as not familiar.










And finds this loss of past a gain to him,


Confronts another’s eyes and finds a candour


A warmer look as if he took it from


A recent love-making, and this is love –


To find new roots strike in this country deep


And feel a friendship like wind through the landscape.



























Identity









When I decide I shall assemble you


Or, more precisely, when I decide which thoughts


Of mine about you fit most easily together,


Then I can learn what I have loved, what lets


Light through the mind. The residue


Of what you may be goes. I gather







Only as lovers or friends gather at all


For making friends means this –


Image and passion combined into a whole


Pattern within the loving mind, not her or his


Concurring there. You can project the full


Picture of lover or friend that is not either.







So then assemble me,


Your exact picture firm and credible,


Though as I think myself I may be free


And accurate enough.


That you love what is truthful to your will


Is all that ever can be answered for


And, what is more,


Is all we make each other when we love.



























The Geologist









Knows shells wait here holding no life now


Nor overcome by waves to be flung on shore


And gathered by children. Here escape, his thought


Continues, timelessness for him


Where shells are monuments to mock his time


And all the land afraid of sea no more.










Not the rare fossil crowns his search but looking


(Strata hard of access easy to him


Since time is backward to catch up on them).


Soil upon soil is still, and an earth shaking


Under old years grows quiet to be discovered.







In time again, abandoning the quarry


His life seems mocked as children gather round


Glass cases of his finds, not knowing that


It was himself and not the stones he found,


And dug for peace. And they collect with eyes


Shells as they might on seashores. But he is


Released and confident at their inquiry.



























The Settlers









A land once questioned only by the sea


Which carried pebbles off as property,


And spoken to by bird or animal


Or a weight of wind trespassing a little,


But now the water throws explorers up


Whose eyes possess and hearts begin to settle.







Climate becomes a privilege for them


Offered to later visitors like love,


And all the corn cut down and packed away


Loses the sun a little and casts off


The lash of wind. The complete natural kingdom


Is tamed and ruled, even the sea discouraged.







And the rebellion of an earthquake shaking


The crops awry, throwing the houses down,


Killing a few, finds only the next morning


Bruised dreamers planning and the workmen taking


The broken bricks to build another town.







And men who come to meditate a mountain


Are tamed too by the dwellers here and offered


Weather for happiness, children to show


The white church in the market-place, the fountain


That mocks the uncouth sea. They go away


Ignorant that they alone are undiscovered.






























The Seer and the Blind









Sea falling wide and a fresh wind from the forests


Show us homecoming to ourselves, we are so apt


In outward peace. The rain across the face,


A longer shadow startling us, each casts


A new man in us. Only one man wrapt,







(Some say in dream, but others looking closer


Know how his mind avoids the landscape) is


Unmoved by what the sea decides or land conveys,


Relinquishes the senses and the looser


Dreams in which we who guess ourselves are trapped.







So we try out our hands at casting off


The sea before us and the trees behind,


The wind and rain constructing a new face,


Would grow, as this man does in prayer, clear mind


And a heart in a deeper kind of love,


Yet have within no meaning to replace







The landscape that we move in. We have not


Perturbed as he has a remoter silence


Where prayer and aspiration cast out thought.


Only we can learn deeper the wind’s violence,


Let seas continue where our hearts fall short.



























The Idler









An idler holds that rose as always rose,


Will not, before the bud discloses it


Within a later season, in his thought


Unwrap the flower and force the petals open


And wish in mind a different rose to happen.







So will not colour it with his own shadow


As we contrive, living beyond the present,


To move all things away from their own moment


And state another time for us. O who


Watches may yet make time refuse to grow










So has his subtle power wiser than ours


And need elaborate no peace at all.


Watch how a landscape kindest is to idlers


Helping their shiftlessness grow to new powers,


Composing stillness round their careless will.



























Bell-Ringer









The bells renew the town, discover it


And give it back itself again, the man


Pulling the rope collects the houses as


Thoughts gather in the mind unscanned, he is


Crowding the town together from the night







And making bells the morning, in remote


Control of every life (for bells shout ‘Wake’


And shake out dreams, though it is he who pulls


The sleep aside). But not into his thought


Do men continue as in lives of power;







For when each bell is pulled sufficiently


He never sees himself as any cause


Or need; the sounds had left his hands to sing


A meaning for each listening separately,


A separate meaning for the single choice.







Yet bells retire to silence, need him when


Time must be shown a lucid interval


And men look up as if the air were full


Of birds descending, bells exclaiming in


His hands but shouting wider than his will.



























The Climbers









To the cold peak without their careful women


(Who watching children climbing into dreams


Go dispossessed at home). The mountain moves


Away at every climb and steps are hard


Frozen along the glacier. Every man


Tied to the rope constructs himself alone.










And not the summit reached nor any pole


Touched is the wished embrace, but still to move


And as the mountain climbs to see it whole


And each mind’s landscape growing more complete


As sinews strain and all the muscles knot.







One at the peak is small. His disappointment


The coloured flag flown at the lonely top,


And all the valley’s motive grown obscure.


He envies the large toilers halfway there


Who still possess the mountain by desire


And, not arriving, dream in no resentment.



























Fishermen









This to be peace, they think beside the river


Being adapted well to expectation


And their wives’ mutiny at no achievement,


And yet can sit watching the promises


Escape through weeds and make a trial of biting,


Can lose them, thankful that it is not yet


Time to draw in the line and drain the net.







Learning themselves in this uncertainty


Each hardly cares whether a fish is caught,


For here is privacy, each warns himself,


The fish, inquiries in the river, not


When drawn out promises at all


Being so solid on the bank and still.







Only the boys who live in certainty,


With expectation other than the stream,


Jeer at the patience and draw up their net


Of future frogs, the river vague to them


Until it’s emptied. But the old men fill


Their eyes with water, leave the river full.






























From the Cliff









He watches but would be out there


Falling and divided as the waves


And many things knocked by the winds that tear


The separate patterns into other patterns.


He gazes from himself and knows he loves


Seeming division and the chance of final wreck.







But for the sailors whose sun-burned arms are will


The necessary journey is simple, is straight,


To lean out carefully to the wind, to let


Storm go otherwhere and not to look back


Or forward, but be inward and direct


Merging all patterns in a way to act.



























The Island









All travellers escape the mainland here.


The same geology torn from the stretch


Of hostile homelands is a head of calm,


And the same sea that pounds a foreign beach


Turns strangers here familiar, looses them


Kindly as pebbles shuffled up the shore.







Each brings an island in his heart to square


With what he finds, and all is something strange


But most expected. In this innocent air


Thoughts can assume a meaning, island strength


Is outward, inward, each man measures it,


Unrolls his happiness a shining length.







And this awareness grows upon itself,


Fastens on minds, is forward, backward, here.


The island focuses escape and free


Men on the shore are also islands, steer


Self to knowledge of self in the calm sea,


Seekers who are their own discovery.




























A WAY OF LOOKING (1955)





















A Way of Looking









It is the association after all


We seek, we would retrace our thoughts to find


The thought of which this landscape is the image,


Then pay the thought and not the landscape homage.


It is as if the tree and waterfall


Had their first roots and source within the mind.







But something plays a trick upon the scene:


A different kind of light, a stranger colour


Flows down on the appropriated view.


Nothing within the mind fits. This is new.


Thought and reflection must begin again


To fit the image and to make it true.



























Reflections on Southern Light









Sun dazzles thoughts until ideas seem


To stand before us visible and solid


Hard as the marble, cool as the mountain stream.







And light assures us that these things are valid,


Transfers our thoughts to what our eyes can bear


And shows idea and image really married.







For instance, then, that statue in the square –


The truculent hero calmed into the stone


Confident and with confidence to spare







For us – sun helps us fashion him again,


Making him fit our own idea of hope


Taut to our thought and showing what we mean.







For light falls deeper than our minds can grope,


O better then to let the mind alone


And sun find symbols even for our sleep.






























Florence: Design for a City









Take one bowl, one valley


Assisted by hills to peace


And let the hills hold back the wind a little


Only turning the trees


Only dividing the shadows


With a simple movement of sun


Across the valley’s face.







And then set cypresses up,


So dark they seem to contain their repeated shadows


In a straight and upward leap,


So dark that the sun seems to avoid them to show


How austere they are, stiff admonishing gestures


Towards the city, yet also protective


To the deep houses that the sun makes more deep.







Here I say the mind is open, is freed.


Anchored only to frailest thoughts we are


Triumphantly subdued to the light’s full glare.


It is simple then to be a stranger,


To have a mind that is wide


To permit the city to settle between our thoughts,


As between those hills, and flower and glow inside.



























Fiesole: The Search









We did not know that we had come to search.


The journey, in easy stages, kept us remote


From the further joy or despair. We told ourselves


How little we altered, how stable we really were


As if all space and time were emanations


Of our own thoughts, as if we were the centre


Of any country that we strayed into.







And so no marvel was a miracle.


The hills suggested only aspirations


We might, in time, fulfil. The sea announced


(Being flat and pale, the colour of the sky)


Many journeys that we might embark on


And never be transfigured at the end.


And so we came like merchants to this valley










But merchants without wares. It was the valley,


Easy and warm like our most simple thoughts,


That sent us up to gaze upon the city.


The hill we climbed sent glory down below


Investing the whole city with desire


Yet moving us a distance from desire.


And still yoked only to ourselves we came


Most unprepared for any revelation.







What we did not know we searched for, here


We found – something between the single bell


Enforcing prayer, something between the words


Of one who offered hospitality.


It was as if the people and the hill


Were active only to give shape to silence


And in the centre of the silence let


Peace be discovered like a memory.







And through the bell and through the voice and through


The mesh of woven baskets we distilled it –


Peace without name or question in this village


That has a name though rests as though it were


Waiting for any name a man might give


Looking out words to echo exaltation.



























A Sense of Place









Now we cannot hold a sense of place


Entirely by ourselves, we need to share,


Look round for hands to touch, for eyes to bear


Upon the same horizon that we love,


Until we cannot part the hands, the eyes


From the loved view and the close love we prize.







And when the eyes, the hands are gone we accuse


The place, say the horizon is at fault,


Thinking it has withdrawn a glory we felt,


Finding in it not in ourselves the loss.


Yet when the sharer is again with us


And the whole landscape seems renewed, rebuilt,


Not mountains or the sun are what we praise


But his mood shared with us, his sense of place.






























The Image and the View









I seek now to compose


This country of my mind


Which I built long ago


In an extended dream


With what it is to them –


The men who love and tend


The vineyards of the place,


Who watch through every season


In mood that is half passion,


Half deepest contemplation.







And I would test the scene


That stood before I came


(Hills softly rising to


A round completed view)


With what I built long since –


A country which a child


Could animate and build


With images enough


To reckon up his love –


And make them both convince.


For as we can impose


Our image upon those


We fashion into love


And in the fusion make


Two separatenesses break


So with a place felt for


In dreams or visions or


Conjectures of the mind –


What we have shaped can be


With what we see combined


In one identity.







So now this Italy


Approached by mind and heart


Can never separate


From the old dream. For look


The men are walking through


The vineyards now and take


Their place within the view,


And grope within our vision


(Half love, half contemplation)


For us to make them true.






























Not in the Guide-Books









Nobody stays here long;


   Deliberate visitors know


There is nothing here the guide-books show,


   No ruin or statue to sustain


Some great emotion in their stone.


   So visitors soon go.







Some travellers stay a little


   To collect wine or corn


And here breathe in the over-subtle


   Smell of places worn


Not by a marvellous death or battle


   But by their insignificance brought down.







Yet good, a place like this,


   For one grown tired of histories


To shape a human myth,


   A story but for his


Delight, where he might make the place


   His own success


Building what no one else had bothered with –


   A simple life or death.



























Fisherman in the Arno









Yesterday he was fishing


Motionlessly, as if rooted in the river,


His hat sloping backwards on his head,


And I wondered what he was thinking,


Whether his thoughts were as still as the river-bed


Or if he was mere concentration on the act


Of fishing, and wanting the fish dead.







Today he is still there.


The light is the same


And the river


Would seem to have flowed forward then backward


To remain the similar stream I watched yesterday.


He is standing stooped in the same way


And no fish in his bag.










Only I have changed while he


With neither epilogue nor prologue


Has time in his net caught


As the mind holds a thought.



























Children in the Square









I play now with the thought of being a child


As children in the square below me play


Soldiers or emperors, play at being me.


Almost we reach each other and convey


Ourselves almost into the other’s world.







Theirs is the large and the complete success


Since wholly built by them. But I because


I have been in the square indeed like them


Must build from facts, must take my present theme


Not from imagination but from time.


They make a future from suggestions, hints,


While I must reconstruct my innocence.







Children are still in the square and I am here:


It is not I but they who have the power


To offer back a childhood to share.


Passive I let them play at being me.


And slip into their country by that way.



























Poem in Winter









Today the children begin to hope for snow


And look in the sky for auguries of it.


It is not for such omens that we wait,


Our world may not be settled by the slow


Falling of flakes to lie across our thought.







And even if the snow comes down indeed


We still shall stand behind a pane of glass


Untouched by it, and watch the children press


Their image on the drifts the snow has laid


Upon a Winter they think they have made.










This is a wise illusion. Better to


Believe the near world is created by


A wish, a shaping hand, a certain eye,


Than hide in the mind’s corner as we do


As though there were no world, no fall of snow.



























Song at the Beginning of Autumn









Now watch this Autumn that arrives


In smells. All looks like Summer still;


Colours are quite unchanged, the air


On green and white serenely thrives.


Heavy the trees with-growth and full


The fields. Flowers flourish everywhere.







Proust who collected time within


A child’s cake would understand


The ambiguity of this –


Summer still raging while a thin


Column of smoke stirs from the land


Proving that Autumn gropes for us.







But every season is a kind


Of rich nostalgia. We give names –


Autumn and Summer, Winter, Spring –


As though to unfasten from the mind


Our moods and give them outward forms.


We want the certain, solid thing.







But I am carried back against


My will into a childhood where


Autumn is bonfires, marbles, smoke;


I lean against my window fenced


From evocations in the air.


When I said Autumn, Autumn broke.






























Music and Words









No human singing can


   Express itself without


Words that usurp the sounds


   That pour forth from the throat.


But when the music ends


   There lie within our minds


Thoughts that refuse to fit,


   That will not sing or scan


Or alter what they mean.







Yet we believe in song


   Some meaning that no word


Can catch is finely caught,


   That music is a state


Where truth is overheard.


   But we are wrong, are wrong:


Thoughts still are shaped of hard


   Unalterable stuff


We think we can forget


   If we sing loud enough.



























Astronomer: A Song









Astronomer bring your telescope to bear


Upon this planet. Do not think that since


   Everything stands and moves about you near


     You have its meaning clear.


Find out some glass that probes beyond the stance


Of men perceived by their own measurements.







Useless to hunt the stars in outer space


Merely to have a superficial look


   At a mere size. Your glass will but disclose


     The limits of a glass.


O find a clearer, closer one to take


Deep looks into this planet or to break.






























Different Visions









Sighing so often for a separate vision,


   For something shown to no one else but us


(A splendid moment entering the mind


   And losing all the attributes of time)


We certainly ignore the fact that much


   We hardly notice is quite near a vision.







A rapture cast off as without importance


   Might, watched more carefully, grow to the form


We hanker after, something we could lose


   Ourselves in and become the sense of glory.


We have accepted that a vision’s static


   And if it will not stay then has not come.







Better discard the hope for the great moment,


   The pure illumination and make do


With partial ecstasies not cast them out.


   The whole thing is a question of degree:


The great inhabit their appropriate grandeur


   And the full vision. We, aware of this,







Should also be aware of how our glimpses


   Fit us as perfectly. It is the ardour


That visionaries bring to what they see


   That we most lack and should be most arraigned for.


It is our flawed conception of the flawless


   That makes us miss true visions of our own.



























Kings









You send an image hurrying out of doors


When you depose a king and seize his throne:


You exile symbols when you take by force.







And even if you say the power’s your own,


That you are your own hero, your own king


You will not wear the meaning of the crown.







The power a ruler has is how men bring


Their thoughts to bear upon him, how their minds


Construct the grandeur from the simple thing.










And kings prevented from their proper ends


Make a deep lack in men’s imagining;


Heroes are nothing without worshipping,







Will not diminish into lovers, friends.



























Map-Makers









After the journey we can fill the map


We shall not need; that map can only show


The journey that we need no longer go







Because we know its contours. And we love


Only what has not yet a certain shape;


The love we feel is the dimension to







Any great work, it is completed powers


Only diminishing when we survive


Beyond the journey and the mapping. Ours







Is will to steer upon a wider course,


Not charted afterwards, not formed by love,


But yet to be the finish and the cause.



























The Enemies









Last night they came across the river and


Entered the city. Women were awake


With lights and food. They entertained the band,


Not asking what the men had come to take


Or what strange tongue they spoke


Or why they came so suddenly through the land.







Now in the morning all the town is filled


With stories of the swift and dark invasion;


The women say that not one stranger told


A reason for his coming. The intrusion


Was not for devastation:


Peace is apparent still on hearth and field.







Yet all the city is a haunted place.


Man meeting man speaks cautiously. Old friends


Close up the candid looks upon their face.


There is no warmth in hands accepting hands;





Each ponders, ‘Better hide myself in case


Those strangers have set up their homes in minds


I used to walk in. Better draw the blinds


Even if the strangers haunt in my own house.’



























Napoleon









Many who spoke with him a little found


Him most indulgent to the common voice


And sensitive to quirks of character.


I wonder, then, was this sent underground,


This gift for understanding, when he chose


All the impersonal power of emperor?







So much the legend haunts us. His last days


Slide easily into the sentiment


We like to hide our great men in. But was


The truth elsewhere, his talk with valet and


Children a screen while his real thinking went


Still to the thought of Europe in his hand?







There is no answer. Emperors elude


Our logic and survive within the small


Moment when they seemed ordinary. All


Our thoughts of greatness disappear when we


Can catch the emperor quite off his guard


And think he lived such hours continually.



























In This Time









If the myth’s outworn, the legend broken,


   Useless even within the child’s story


Since he sees well they now bring lights no longer


   Into our eyes: and if our past retreats


And blows away like dust along the desert,


   Not leading to our moment now at all,


Settling us in this place and saying ‘Here


   In you I shall continue’ – then what kind


Of lives have we? Can we make myths revive


   By breathing on them? Is there any taper


That will return the glitter to our eyes?










We have retreated inwards to our minds


   Too much, have made rooms there with all doors closed,


All windows shuttered. There we sit and mope


   The myth away, set by the lovely legends;


Hardly we hear the children shout outside.


   We only know a way to love ourselves,


Have lost the power that made us lose ourselves.


   O let the wind outside blow in again


And the dust come and all the children’s voices.


   Let anything that is not us return.


Myths are the memories we have rejected


   And legends need the freedom of our minds.



























New Worlds









Atlantis now will be ignored forever.


No more the eyes of sailors in a calm


Seem to descry a promontory, discover


A twig or tree between two waves. The dream


   That all the swelling waters cover


Is drawn back to the mind and called a dream.


Atlantis soon will even lose its name.







And other hoped-for continents that have


More substance in their myth will also go.


We shall not even wish we could believe


That they exist. We shall not want to know


   How some have seen a shadow move


Out of the mythical past. For now we know


Countries in space that may be travelled to.







   Yet quite untrue to say the need is still


   The same, that all we want’s a kind of hope.


   Atlantis certainly existed while


   It stood up in our minds as on a map:


   It was our past and quite accessible.


   But the far stars are nothing we can feel


   Save at a distance. Should we travel up


   To them they would not fill the gap


Atlantis leaves with our minds but steal


Even the hope that made Atlantis real.






























The Lost Symbols









Missing the symbol they restore the fact:


How seven years back this city was burned down


And minds were gutted too. Men learnt to act


As though there were no meaning in the town,


And chose at last to make as derelict


All dreams they fostered. Dreams are also one


With walls and roofs and they like ashes lie


When a fired city cries for elegy.







Soon stone was piled on stone, another city


Replaced the ruin with its shadow and


Men walked in it but new it had a beauty


Not like the one that burnt beneath their hand.


The dreams would not return. Men’s minds were weighty


With all the sense of searching for a land


Revealing symbols that a man might hold


Within the heart and from those symbols build.







It is a fine tradition they have lost


That spoke in architectural styles, that rang


Out with the bells when all the bells were tossed


And voices spoke up in the sounds and sang,


And men put feet down firmly in the dust


That flowered a legend and the legend was


Their way of life and a man’s peaceful cause.







Now they assemble all the facts to learn


New symbols. For their minds are so constructed


That every fact that must to image turn


And dream new dreams when towns are resurrected.


The meaning is not clear – the burning down


And the charred minds. They would have all collected


In visions to be lived. The only style,


The only symbol is in each one’s will.






























The Nature of Tragedy









We will the tragedy upon


Ourselves. There is more suffering


In watching jealousy or grief


Move to completion in a life


Not ours, than in the offering


To have the entire burden on


Our hearts and feel the pain within.







How can the senses play their part


In Hamlet’s hesitation or


Othello at the bedroom door


Consumed entirely by the heart?


Feelings are forced that are not used


Upon their own occasion and,


Close to a tragedy, at most


We only move it through the mind.







O we should stride upon the stage,


Not stand to watch and cogitate


And change the hero and his rage


Into a merely mental state.


We must set free the mind, enlarge


Our thoughts until we cannot tell


What we most nearly, deeply feel


From what we carefully contemplate.







Perhaps the deeper tragedy


Is then the inability


To change a thought into emotion


And still to be an onlooker


When all else passes by in passion.


O could we smooth that conflict out


We might know tragedy entire


And reach into the heart of it,


Where there is neither anger nor


Grief nor jealousy nor hate –


These being but an attribute


While the real tragedy is here,


An almost missed and simple state.






























The Rescuer









Once trapped upon a ledge without a rope,


Stranded between the cliff-top and the sea,


Or caught mid-way between a hope and hope


Did we not feel some pleasure in despair,


Seem stripped down to our bare identity


And feel resentment towards the rescuer







Who threw a coil of rope and drew us up


And set us down among familiar things,


Or pushed us into one or other hope?


Did we look kindly on our safety or


Wish for our loneliness again, the pangs


Prevented by the adept rescuer?







We owe a gratitude to him yet rather


We yearn towards that slippery edge, despair,


Because we felt ourselves complete there, neither


Fashioned of what men think or we prefer,


But concentrated into pure fear;


Now we are fragments we must put together,


Sundered by the apparent rescuer.



























The Conqueror







Revolution gives men only the possibility of dignity; it is for every one of them to turn that dignity into a possession.


Malraux









Then was all that for this? To stand at ease


With your own blood and with your adversary’s


Clogged indistinguishably on your coat?


To feel your courage growing stronger now


You do not need to prove it, and to see


The natural world again collected round you,


Animals on the move, birds flying over?







All this you had before the war began –


No need to test your strength, no enemy,


Man, beast and bird upon their usual exploits.


Only this dignity is new, is strange,


Something you have not yet learnt how to use


And will not learn until you bring it out,


word from its sheath, bright for another battle.






























The Humanists









These had no wish to make


A gesture out of death


As if an audience,


Intent with bated breath,


Were building from mischance


A dream to conjure with:


No, these made death an act,


A final sense of choice,


A secret separate voice,


Used by a man alone


With nothing else to own


But loneliness at last.







For this great buildings were


Disturbed upon the air,


Bronze horses, statues cast


Not for man’s glory or


Something to replace fear,


But merely as a kind


Of comment. Death was plain,


Not decorated on,


And grandeur was designed


As mere contrast. No man


Believed he could assemble


Death and be wholly noble.







And yet how much we all


Conjure from what they built.


It is our minds that bring


Their death to everything.


It is our way of seeing


That draws their stature up


To stone, to buildings. Whole


Tragedies that they felt


As private, as their own,


We now possess and feel


The act they willed alone


As part of us. We dress


Death in our loneliness.






























Missing the Point









No one was brave there, many turned away


With every thought a backward step for them


And all excitement echoes. Others who


Would turn the future into an escape


And so assembled it before it came


Found nothing but themselves to emulate,


Would not let any other world take shape.







The closest to a courage halted where


His past seeped almost out of him and he


Reacted to himself as wholly present,


But too much braced himself as if a wind


Of speculation would knock life from him


And he diminish into his own madness;







Patience he never quite attained, but had


He consummated calm and watched as children


Succumb to wonder yet remain themselves,


He might have felt the city building round


(As visionaries gather in their prayer


And are transformed by it) and felt the peace


Of when a man puts out his hand to touch


The moment not himself but all his freedom.



























Beyond Possession









Our images withdraw, the rose returns


To what it was before we looked at it.


We lift our look from where the water runs


And it’s pure river once again, we write


No emblems on the trees. A way begins


Of living where we have no need to beat


The petals down to get the scent of rose


Or sign our features where the water goes.







All is itself. Each man himself entire,


Not even plucking out his thought, not even


Bringing a tutored wilfulness to bear


Upon the rose, the water. Each has given


Essence of water back to itself, essence of flower,


Till he is yoked to his own heart and driven


Inward to find a private kind of peace


And not a mind reflecting his own face.










Yet must go deeper still, must move to love


Where thought is free to let the water ride,


Is liberal to the rose giving it life


And setting even its own shadow aside;


Till flower and water blend with freedom of


Passion that does not close them in and hide


Their deepest natures; but the heart is strong


To beat with rose and river in one song.



























On Making









All you who build, whether the marvellous columns


    Or the splendid stanza echoing itself,


Is there a place for you to stand and watch


    And truthfully swear ‘My part in this is finished’


With a mind quite empty of its images


    That fit best in another kind of freedom?







There is no place at all. Your satisfaction


    Fails with the last brick laid, with the final word.


There is no place for minds to stand at ease


    Nor any mood where passion may partake


Of stillness and be still. Move on, move out


    Riding your mind with reckless animation.







Look there are men living within your houses,


    Look there are minds moving through your poems,


Proving how much you left unmade, unsaid.


    Your work is done yet there is no completion.


Only when inspiration is lived along


    Dare you exclaim ‘I’m near the perfect thing


That is not mine nor what I made at all.’



























Tribute









Sometimes the tall poem leans across the page


And the whole world seems near, a simple thing.


Then all the arts of mind and hand engage


To make the shadow tangible. O white


As silence is the page where words shall sing


And all the shadows be drawn into light.










And no one else is necessary then.


The poem is enough that joins me to


The world that seems too far to grasp at when


Images fail and words are gabbled speech:


At those times clarity appears in you,


Your mind holds meanings that my mind can reach.







Are you remote, then, when words play their part


With a fine arrogance within the poem?


Will the words keep all else outside my heart,


Even you, my test of life and gauge?


No, for you are that place where poems find room,


The tall abundant shadow on my page.



























Looking Forward









Those waiting for a child or looking out


For landscapes to grow up within the mind


Release as much as men dare lose of self,


Instruct themselves in doubt


Letting the child grow, the landscape be defined.







But children argue down the avenues


Of all men’s wonder and take something of


The marvel from them, and a landscape is


So patterned that no man need move


As if the trees to grow required his love.







To watch is hardest kind of work for us,


Forgetting how we feel ourselves alone;


The child achieved is soon unknown,


And landscapes send men hunting deep within


Homesick for waiting, learning about loss.



























For a Child Born Dead









What ceremony can we fit


You into now? If you had come


Out of a warm and noisy room


To this, there’d be an opposite


For us to know you by. We could


Imagine you in lively mood










And then look at the other side,


The mood drawn out of you, the breath


Defeated by the power of death.


But we have never seen you stride


Ambitiously the world we know.


You could not come and yet you go.







But there is nothing now to mar


Your clear refusal of our world.


Not in our memories can we mould


You or distort your character.


Then all our consolation is


That grief can be as pure as this.



























Communication









No use to speak, no good to tell you that


A love is worn away not by the one


Who leaves but by the one who stays and hopes,


Since you would rather have the hoping still


Than be yourself again. What can I say


Who know, better than you, the one who has


Moved on, away, not loving him at all?







And certainly to you I would relinquish


This knowledge held in other ways of feeling


Though dressed up in the properties of passion


Looked at by you. Something is deeply held


By me who never deeply searched at all


And we are not yet wise enough or subtle


To offer anyone a state of mind.







This the particular problem, and I search


A power over our general condition,


Where love is like a landscape we can change


And where desire may be transformed to friendship


If friendship gives the really wanted knowledge,


Where we can see the end and have the power


To take the journey there a different way,


And we can move our minds as we move houses:


Where love is more than lucky in the land.






























Mirrors









Was it a mirror then across a room,


A crowded room of parties where the smoke


Rose to the ceiling with the talk? The glass


Stared back at me a half-familiar face


Yet something hoped for. When at last you came


It was as if the distant mirror spoke.







That loving ended as all self-love ends


And teaches us that only fair-grounds have


The right to show us halls of mirrors where


In every place we look we see our stare


Taunting our own identities. But love


Perceives without a mirror in the hands. 



























The Recognition









‘But I was here before,’


You said, ‘Before you came


I filled this narrow room,


Nor did I need your stare


To prove that I was here:


Yet coming in you show


A self I did not know.’







And certainly I feel


New vigour moving through


My blood and it is you.


Will moving into will


Makes separate beings whole,


Though each of us is sure


He was himself before.







All the room widens to


Your waiting and my coming


As mind with mind in dreaming


Compiles one thought from two.


Each says ‘It’s you, it’s you’


And never ravels out


His own self-willed self-doubt.






























The Return









One might return with April in his face,


Looking as if a glory had escaped,


A vision missed, yet he had brought some remnants,


Shreds of old dream for you to conjure with,


A Winter unwrapped from him and he giving


Himself, explorer, to you from the snow.







Yet he would never grow to truth from this


As if the travelled pole were nothing to him,


Nothing the all-day, all-night glare of sun


And men resuming something in the waste,


Something made rife and to be grasped in treeless,


Flowerless country. All your south evades







Some issue he explores; the light’s not bold


In sky stretched out as far as it will go


(And seeming to enlarge horizons too)


As in the north, but southern sun drifts round


The flowers and separates, dividing life


From life, nothing in common men with plants.







The altered man returning brings a vestige


Of snow, a hint of how the Arctic looked


However he transfigures his own face


To speak of love for you. Receive him then


Not to that narrow place within your thoughts


But make your mind a country to include


Even withdrawal, even the two poles.



























Escape and Return









Now from the darkness of myself


I turn to let the lightness in.


Is it the raging of the sun


Or my own thoughts made free again?


I between hills of light and light


Stand and, composed of my own doubt,


Wonder where they, where I begin.







For I would travel from the mind


And move beyond the intellect


And search and search until I find


Identity clear in total act;


Then learn how landscape is combined


With images we mint and make


From the mind’s fret and the bones’ ache.







And I would feel the invading vision


Without a self to stand and watch,


Without these hands to trap and touch;


Bodiless I would prove my passion


By learning the character of each


Landscape or person that I love,


Clothing them only with contemplation.







Out of this will to be beyond


Myself I come, return again


Into the struggling thoughts within


The boundaries of my own mind.


Yet something of those loves, that land


Batters and batters on my thought,


And, once more separate in the heart,


I feel the images that strained


Within me join the landscape drained


Of everything but its own light.



























In the Night









Out of my window late at night I gape


And see the stars but do not watch them really,


And hear the trains but do not listen clearly;


Inside my mind I turn about to keep


Myself awake, yet am not there entirely.


Something of me is out in the dark landscape.







How much am I then what I think, how much what I feel?


How much the eye that seems to keep stars straight?


Do I control what I can contemplate


Or is it my vision that’s amenable?


I turn in my mind, my mind is a room whose wall


I can see the top of but never completely scale.







All that I love is, like the night, outside,


Good to be gazed at, looking as if it could


With a simple gesture be brought inside my head


Or in my heart. But my thoughts about it divide


Me from my object. Now deep in my bed


I turn and the world turns on the other side.






























The Acknowledgement









Since every touch or glance before seemed but


The mirror-image that myself had made,


Seemed but yourself constructed from my thought,


What images may now be singled out


To show me you indeed?


What symbols now will answer to this need?







Even the word of greeting intervenes


And puts you at a distance when you are


Most close to me yet your own self entire.


All the old images were but the means


Towards this moment. Images occur


When we desire


Still to impose ourselves on what we sense


Is not ourselves. No image now can wear


The simple recognition of your glance


Except the image of acknowledger.



























Recapitulation









Being a child it was enough to stand


   The centre of a world and let success


Come crowding in, be taken by the hand.


   This was one way to lose a loneliness.







Until success itself became a part


   I played. It was the shell and centre too.


My mind was somewhere else, also my heart.


   I could not tell the false self from the true.







Now I abandon all my attributes –


   Failure, success, despair – until I have


Nothing at all but hard invincible doubts


   Shaping the one self that I can believe.






























Answers









I kept my answers small and kept them near;


Big questions bruised my mind but still I let


Small answers be a bulwark to my fear.







The huge abstractions I kept from the light;


Small things I handled and caressed and loved.


I let the stars assume the whole of night.







But the big answers clamoured to be moved


Into my life. Their great audacity


Shouted to be acknowledged and believed.







Even when all small answers build up to


Protection of my spirit, still I hear


Big answers striving for their overthrow







And all the great conclusions coming near.




























A SENSE OF THE WORLD (1958)





















The Child and the Shadow









Your shadow I have seen you play with often.


O and it seems a shadow light before you,


Glittering behind you. You can see what lies


Beneath its marking dappled on the water


   Or on the earth a footprint merely;


No total darkness is cast by your body.







Say that it is a game of identities this –


You chasing yourself not caring whatever you find.


You have not sought a use for mirrors yet,


It is not your own shadow that you watch,


   Only our world which you learn slowly:


Our shadows strive to mingle with your own,







Chase them, then, as you chase the leaves or a bird,


Disturb us, disturb us, still let the light lie gently


Under the place that you carve for yourself in air;


Look, the fish are darting beneath your reflection


   But you see deep beyond your glance:


It is our shadow that slides in between.



























Old Woman









So much she caused she cannot now account for


As she stands watching day return, the cool


Walls of the house moving towards the sun.


She puts some flowers in a vase and thinks


   ‘There is not much I can arrange


In here and now, but flowers are suppliant







As children never were. And love is now


A flicker of memory, my body is


My own entirely. When I lie at night


I gather nothing now into my arms,


   No child or man, and where I live


Is what remains when men and children go.’







Yet she owns more than residue of lives


That she has marked and altered. See how she


Warns time from too much touching her possessions


By keeping flowers fed, by polishing


   Her fine old silver. Gratefully


She sees her own glance printed on grandchildren.







Drawing the curtains back and opening windows


Every morning now, she feels her years


Grow less and less. Time puts no burden on


Her now she does not need to measure it.


   It is acceptance she arranges


And her own life she places in the vase.



























Old Man









His age drawn out behind him to be watched:


It is his shadow you may say. That dark


He paints upon the wall is his past self,


A mark he only leaves when he is still


   And he is still now always,


At ease and watching all his life assemble.







And he intends nothing but watching. What


His life has made of him his shadow shows –


Fine graces gone but dignity remaining,


While all he shuffled after is composed


   Into a curve of dark, of silences:


An old man tranquil in his silences.







And we move round him, are his own world turning,


Spinning it seems to him, leaving no shadow


To blaze our trail. We are our actions only:


He is himself, abundant and assured,


   All action thrown away,


And time is slowing where his shadow stands.



























The Child and the Seashell









Never the certainty of it now but only


Far-off forebodings, tides tending to silence,


The lip of the sea usurping the shell not shore


And this is the lip he puts to his ear and listens,


Listens and waits for the far-off hum, the drowning,





  The sliding and suck of shingle


As if an echo were lifted off the surface







Of water, as if the sea, withdrawn for long,


Left only the sound of itself and this he hears


Dim in the corridors of the twisted shell;


For him now, more than the real sea, this is


Promise and expectation of worlds where he


   Might possibly sail. The shell,


Sleeping in its own silence, admits all seas.







And the child, still in the mood for every promise


Rewarding him, listens to great commotions,


To storms abating, to men dragging on driftwood,


And does not know that never will sea so sound,


That shores which wait for his footprints now will never


   So slip like a shadow beneath


His mind, as this shell now in perfect silence


Steeps his whole being in seas now forever nameless.



























The Dandy









The elegance you wore was more than grace,


I watched the way you lifted up your hand,


No casual gesture, each limb knew its place,


And every pause in speech was carefully planned.


Also the shifting surface of your face







Changed with no diffidence. And where you stepped


On path or ballroom, there your shadow ran


Suave without vagueness, much as if you clipped


The darkness like a solid thing and then


Carved through the chaos where your life began.







A surface thing, some say, for underneath


Your brilliant colours and your flaunting air


They sense the human and immoderate breath;


Yet what bright bird puts off its plumage where


Colour may flash upon the dark of death?






























Young Boy









It was too much of gazing into mirrors


Your sickness then, you said. You could not love


In any way but as reflections do –


Drinking their own denials and dark glances.


   Passing from glass to glass


Your feverish fingers only grasped yourself.







And passionate for passions known elsewhere


You turned away from those cold corridors,


Those long-receding glimpses of yourself.


Flinching from self-regarding you walked where


   Shadows were thrust aside


And all reflections faded from your sight.







And girl or boy who met you in this mood,


Who did not know how mirrors can deceive,


Gave all audacity into your hands,


Offered a love you had not learnt to use,


   Made innocence a skill.


How could they know it was pain more than passion







And suffering more than sensuality


That gave you up into their lives?


Too soon In each surrender you would come upon


That cold bright mirror glance; yourself stared back


   Even from deepest looks


And when they turned you had escaped again.



























Taken by Surprise









Before, the anticipation, the walk merely


Under the oaks, (the afternoon crushed down


To his pressed footprints), noon surrendered, forgotten –


And the man moving, singular under the sun


With the hazel held in his hand lightly, lightly:


On the edge of his ear the lisp of the wind among


Untrembling leaves. Sun at the tips of the trees


Looked down, looked cold, and the man felt easy there.


His shadow seemed fitting as never before it was,


And the almost silence a space a man may enter


And be forgotten by all but his secret thoughts.


Then, something taking his fingers: ‘Is it the wind?’


He thought and looked to see if the branches moved.


But nothing unusual stirred the trees, again


His fingers trembled, the hazel shook, he felt


Suddenly life in the twig as a woman feels


Abrupt and close the stir of the unborn child.


O and the afternoon was altered then;


Power from all quarters flung at him, silence broke


And deft but uneasy far in the back of his mind


A word like water shuddered, streams gushed and fountains


Rose as the hazel leapt from his mastered hand.



























The Storm









   Right in the middle of the storm it was.


So many winds were blowing none could tell


Which was the fiercest or if trees that bent


So smoothly to each impulse had been waiting


All of their growing-time for just that impulse


To prove how pliable they were. Beneath,


Beasts fled away through fern, and stiffest grasses,


Which bent like fluid things, made tidal motion.







   These who had never met before but in


Calmest surroundings, found all shadows mingling;


No stance could be struck here, no peace attained,


And words blew round in broken syllables,


Half-meanings sounded out like trumpet blasts,


Decisive words were driven into hiding.


Yet some hilarity united them


And faces, carved and cleared by rain and lightning,


Stared out as if they never had been seen.







   And children now, lost in the wood together,


Becoming the behaviour of the wind,


The way the light fell, learnt each other newly


And sudden gentleness was apprehended


Till the abating winds, the whole storm swerving


Into another quarter, left them standing


Unwild and watching in bewilderment


Their own delusive shadows slow and part.






























Her Garden









Not at the full noon will she pick those flowers


For sudden shade indoors would make them wilt.


The petals would drop down on polished wood


Adding another element to decay


Which all her old rooms are infected with.







Only outside she can put off the course


Of her disease. She has the garden built


Within high walls so no one can intrude.


When people pass she only hears the way


Their footsteps sound, never their closer breath.







But in her borders she observes the powers


Of bud and branch, forgetting how she felt


When, blood within her veins like sap, she stood,


Her arms like branches bare above the day


And all the petals strewn along her path.







No matter now for she has bridged the pause


Between fruition and decay. She’ll halt


A little in her garden while a mood


Of peace so fills her that she cannot say


Whether it is the flowers’ life or her death.



























The Bird Catchers









Is it the song they wish to catch, to hold


The thrilling voices in a purer way


By keeping the birds captive all the day?


And will the resonance seem more possessed


By being concentrated in a world


Where birds sing only that they be released?







Such calm yet suffering men these catchers seem;


Stalking those fields, in patience they prolong


The final echoes of the birds’ free song


As if they knew no singing in a prison


However desperate could have the passion


Of a bird shouting in its natural home.










In any tree we can hear singing too


But want it brought indoors as men for years


Strain to bring inward all their outward powers,


And every bird tamed down at last onto


Finger or window-ledge withholds the clear


Notes that it lavished on the stormiest air.







The men perform their task and sell what they


Caught on an ordinary working day.


Look, colours vie with voices in the cage.


Such violence of sense we buy when we


Take home the birds: their songs make us unfree


And even if we let them fly away


We own a torment that we can’t assuage. 



























Five Poems from ‘Sequence in Venice’


For J.









You were also there: I can’t


Detach the place from what you meant.


Beneath my hands the earth is felt,


Within my mind the landscape built.


Something is missing. Add it. You


Were something essential there, a true


Gauge of my feeling, an event.





I Introduction to a Landscape




Difficult not to see significance


In any landscape we are charged to watch,


Impossible not to set all seasons there


Fading like movements in a music one


To other, slow Spring into the fast rage


Of Summer that takes possession of a place


Leaving the residue of time to Autumn


Rather than just a used and ravished landscape.







And never long able to see the place


As it must be somewhere itself beyond


Any regard of the ecstatic gazer


Or any human attitude of mind,


We blame all human happiness or grief





Upon a place, make figures of our feeling


And move them, as a story-teller might


Move modern heroes into ancient legends,


Into the solid and receptive land.







For who can keep a grief as pure grief


Or hold a happiness against the heart?


Noble indeed to impute our worthiest thoughts


To a serene and splendid countryside,


And therefore logical to let our loathing


See a storm looming in the Summer light,


The hills about to learn of landslides and


The entire landscape be quite swallowed up


In a surrender – a type of our death.





II First Reflections




No one would need to find a logic for


Living within this city; no man need


Have cause to ponder out his livelihood.


In other places far from sun or sea


Even the certain man has had to brood


Upon the nature of his certainty


And think of other ways to live instead.







Legends and allegories grow from such


Strong doubt. It is those cities where men look


Within themselves to wonder where they are


That shadows of great stories stir and stretch.


Myths are built up not where men love but where


They feel most ill at ease. Our fables reach


Back to the places where our hearts could break.





III The Islands: Torcello




Here you may find the purest style, a way


To be direct. This little island floating


On the same sea where Venice preens herself


Is island only, smells of sea and soil:


The style is in the toil,


Seamen with boat or farmer with his hay.


All is an action, nothing merely waiting.










Words would come easily and aptly here.


There is no grandeur to disturb


The mind, no squares where our selves disappear


Into a sense of wonder. Here we may


Partake of the particular


And put all generalities away.







Soil, salt and peasants with one tower to ride


The sky – and this is all.


Calmly our statements step away,


Substance and form elide.


Nothing of symbol’s here, no rhetoric,


Yet we who are obsessed with what we make


Everything mean, yes even here compile


Torcello an archetype, a new and simpler style.





IV Piazza San Marco, The Mystics and Makers




Now they return to the one world we know


And do you recognise this man who comes


Rubbing the marble flakes between his fingers,


Pulling a splinter from his thumb? Are you


Prepared to welcome him to this one place


Which we, for lack of closer truth, declare


Is common ground for every one of us?







Mystics and sculptors come together here:


One feels a vision fading from his mind


And needs renewal from this downward world;


The other, so collected round his carving,


Is still withdrawn. Then bring him back to life –


Wine and the dusty sandal and our talk.







We, questioning ourselves, never believe


Entirely in a world that we can share.


Our characters, our faiths are where we move


Alone; yet we must act as if there were


A common ground if only fashioned of


Sun and a square deserted by the noon.


O put your hand on what the world is made of –


Water and dust. Let the creators take


Their time off here among this kindly chaos:


Let there at least be some way to return.








V Last Reflections




Now in this different perspective see


Another side of Italy.


Can you believe that history occurred


Within those squares, upon that sea


With you no witness there delightedly?


Turn to the books upon the shelf, the word


Of conquerors and kings who have not stirred







Merely to beckon your imagination.


See them in cold print now and watch their wars


Solemnly marching through the pages’ progress.


Nothing can meet these things except the mind


Since you have left the five senses behind,


Put Italy into its proper past


Where nothing is diminished or revised.







Now Venice is surrendered to the maps,


The Adriatic falling sheer away


Downward to Greece and Africa;


And pity that you cannot put your own


Character down so easily on known


Papers or histories. No calm full-stops


Mark us on maps, we are dependent on


Our own ideas or those of friends perhaps.


There is no sign of us where we have been.



























Summer and Time









Now when the days descend


We do not let them lie


But ponder on the end,


How morning air drained dry


Of mist will but contend


Later with evening sky.







And so we mix up time.


Children, we say, ignore


Before and after, chime


Only the present hour.


But we are wrong, they climb


What time is aiming for 







But beg no lastingness.


And it is we who try


In every hour to press


Befores and afters, sigh


All the great hour’s success


And set the spoiling by. 







Heavy the heat today,


Even the clocks seem slow.


But children make no play


With Summers years ago.


It is we who betray


Who tease the sun-dial so. 



























At Noon









Lying upon my bed I see


Full noon at ease. Each way I look


A world established without me


Proclaims itself. I take a book


And flutter through the pages where


Sun leaps through shadows. And I stare







Straight through the words and find again


A world that has no need of me.


The poems stride against the strain


Of complex rhythms. Separately


I lie and struggle to become


More than a centre to this room.







I want the ease of noon outside


Also the strength of words which move


Against their music. All the wide


And casual day I need to stuff


With my own meaning and the book


Of poems reflect me where I look.






























Still Life









Light on the table and the roses standing


Between the moment of their petals bending


And falling on the wood. Here there is no


Suppression of mere surface things; the glow


Of light and opaque petals are unwinding







Into each other. Soon you cannot tell


Whether the petals opened or light fell


Into the bud, an opening core of light;


Only you judge a lifting of some weight,


Fanning of petals, folding out yet still.







And watching all day long you would not touch


In time the moment when the petals each


Turned into cups of light. You’d merely see


The table strewn with shadows suddenly


And only broken roses within reach.



























The Dancers









See how they move with strange smooth faces now.


Their feet find sympathy they never found


In words, their joy is bouncing on the ground.


The faster that they move the more they show


Soft and impassive features. It’s as though







Thought were abandoned and the mind grown small,


And we sense peace however fast they move.


Some centre they have found, silent and still


Round which they dance. It looks like love until


The music stops, they separate and send


Shudders of some betrayal through us all.



























Ghosts









Those houses haunt in which we leave


Something undone. It is not those


Great words or silences of love










That spread their echoes through a place


And fill the locked-up unbreathed gloom.


Ghosts do not haunt with any face







That we have known; they only come


With arrogance to thrust at us


Our own omissions in a room.







The words we would not speak they use,


The deeds we dared not act they flaunt,


Our nervous silences they bruise;







It is our helplessness they choose


And our refusals that they haunt.



























During the Hungarian Uprising









In crisis now I walk


The tidy troubled street


And every face I meet


Seems deeper than before


And when we stop and talk


Our sentences mean more.







Strangers as well as friends


Set subterfuge aside


And now refuse to hide.


What they hugged hard and near,


I mean their private ends,


On this day disappear.







Yet even so I see


Not general looks of pain,


Not eyes whose surface strain


Is like all other eyes:


The differences remain,


For all identities







Clutch at compassion which


Joins but can never make


Faces the same. We break


Towards each other. Here


In helpless grief we reach


And bear each other’s fear.






























Absence









I visited the place where we last met.


Nothing was changed, the gardens were well-tended,


The fountains sprayed their usual steady jet;


There was no sign that anything had ended


And nothing to instruct me to forget.







The thoughtless birds that shook out of the trees,


Singing an ecstasy I could not share,


Played cunning in my thoughts. Surely in these


Pleasures there could not be a pain to bear


Or any discord shake the level breeze.







It was because the place was just the same


That made your absence seem a savage force,


For under all the gentleness there came


An earthquake tremor: fountain, birds and grass


Were shaken by my thinking of your name.



























Disguises









Always we have believed


We can change overnight,


Put a different look on the face,


Old passions out of sight:


And find new days relieved


Of all that we regretted


But something always stays


And will not be outwitted.







Say we put on dark glasses,


Wear different clothes and walk


With a new unpractised stride –


Always somebody passes


Undeceived by disguises


Or the different way we talk.


And we who could have defied


Anything if it was strange


Have nowhere we can hide


From those who refuse to change.






























The Parting









Though there was nothing final then,


No word or look or sign,


I felt some ending in the air


As when a sensed design


Draws back from the completing touch


And dies along a line.







For through the words that seemed to show


That we were learning each


Trick of the other’s thought and sense,


A shyness seemed to reach


As if such talk continuing


Would make the hour too rich.







Maybe this strangeness only was


The safe place all men make


To hide themselves from happiness;


I only know I lack


The strangeness our last meeting had


And try to force it back.



























Resemblances









Always I look for some reminding feature,


Compel a likeness where there is not one,


As in a gallery I trace the stature


Of that one’s boldness or of this one’s grace.


Yet likenesses so searched for will yield none;


One feature, yes, but never the whole face.







So every face falls back into its parts


And once-known glances leave the candid look


Of total strangeness. Where the likeness starts


We fix attention, set aside the rest,


As those who scan for notes a thick-packed book,


Recalling only what has pleased them best.







And doing this, so often I have missed


Some recognition never known before,


Some knowledge which I never could have guessed.


And how if all the others whom I pass


Should like myself be always searching for


The special features only one face has?










Always the dear enchanted moment stays.


We cannot unlearn all whom we have loved;


Who can tear off like calendars the days


Or wipe out features fixed within the mind?


Only there should be some way to be moved


Beyond the likeness to the look behind. 



























A Death









‘His face shone’ she said,


‘Three days I had him in my house,


Three days before they took him from his bed,


And never have I felt so close.’







‘Always alive he was


A little drawn away from me.


Looks are opaque when living and his face


Seemed hiding something, carefully.’







‘But those three days before


They took his body out, I used to go


And talk to him. That shining from him bore


No secrets. Living, he never looked or answered so.’







Sceptic I listened, then


Noted what peace she seemed to have,


How tenderly she put flowers on his grave


But not as if he might return again


Or shine or seem quite close:


Rather to please us were the flowers she gave.



























The Misunderstanding









See how the window groups the landscape there


(You sit back half-reluctant in your chair)







And how the sky looks brighter closed into


One square of light, one sharp constricted view.







It is the depths we do not wholly see


But most imagine which are really free,










As memories far back within the mind


Are unperturbed by what we later find.







(Still you are sitting there, your head bent down.)


Your shadow, like your mood, is dark and thrown







Over the floor but fades before the glass


Which filters darkness but lets sunlight pass







Much brighter than it ever was outside.


(With hands across your face you seem to hide.)







Dare you pluck one bright thought from what you feel,


Measure the memories your hands conceal?







Or can you find a darkness we can share,


Slip off our shadows, meet each other there?



























The Shot









The bullet shot me and I lay


So calm beneath the sun, the trees


Shook out their shadows in the breeze


Which carried half the sky away.







I did not know if I was dead,


A feeling close to sleep lay near


Yet through it I could see the clear


River and grass as if in bed







I lay and watched the morning come


Gentle behind the blowing stuff


Of curtains. But the pain was rough,


Not fitting to a sunlit room.







And I am dying, then, I thought.


I felt them lift me up and take


What seemed my body. Should I wake


And stop the darkness in my throat







And break the mist before my eyes?


I felt the bullet’s leaps and swerves.


And none is loved as he deserves


And death is a disguise.






























Song for a Departure









Could you indeed come lightly


Leaving no mark at all


Even of footsteps, briefly


Visit not change the air


Of this or the other room,


Have quick words with us yet be


Calm and unhurried here?







So that we should not need –


When you departed lightly


Even as swift as coming


Letting no shadow fall –


Changes, surrenders, fear,


Speeches grave to the last,


But feel no loss at all?







Lightest things in the mind


Go deep at last and can never


Be planned or weighed or lightly


Considered or set apart.


Then come like a great procession,


Touch hours with drums and flutes:


Fill all the rooms of our houses


And haunt them when you depart.



























Choices









Inside the room I see the table laid,


Four chairs, a patch of light the lamp has made







And people there so deep in tenderness


They could not speak a word of happiness.







Outside I stand and see my shadow drawn


Lengthening the clipped grass of the cared-for lawn.







Above, their roof holds half the sky behind.


A dog barks bringing distances to mind.







Comfort, I think, or safety then, or both?


I warm the cold air with my steady breath.










They have designed a way to live and I,


Clothed in confusion, set their choices by:







Though sometimes one looks up and sees me there,


Alerts his shadow, pushes back his chair







And, opening windows wide, looks out at me


And close past words we stare. It seems that he







Urges my darkness, dares it to be freed


Into that room. We need each other’s need.



























Telling Stories


For M.









Telling you stories I forget that you


Already know the end


And I forget that I am building up


A world in which no piece must be put back


In the wrong place or time


Else you will make me go back to the start. 







My scope for improvising will not ever


Deceive you into taking


A change of plan. You are so grounded in


Your absolutes, even the worlds we build


Of thin thoughts, lean ideas


You will not let us alter but expect







The thing repeated whole. Is this then what


We call your innocence –


This fine decision not to have things changed?


Is this your way of stopping clocks, of damming


The thrusting stream of time?


Has a repeated story so much power?







Such is the trust you have not in large things


But in the placing of


A verb, an adjective, a happy end.


The stories that we tell, we tell against


Ourselves then at the last


Since all the worlds we make we stand outside







Leaning on time and swayed about by it


While you stand firm within the fragile plot.






























A Fear









Always to keep it in and never spare


Even a hint of pain, go guessing on,


Feigning a sacrifice, forging a tear


For someone else’s grief, but still to bear


Inward the agony of self alone –







And all the masks I carry on my face,


The smile for you, the grave considered air


For you and for another some calm grace


When still within I carry an old fear


A child could never speak about, disgrace


That no confession could assuage or clear.







But once within a long and broken night


I woke and threw the shutters back for air


(The sudden moths were climbing to the light)


And from another window I saw stare


A face like mine still dream-bereft and white


And, like mine, shaken by a child’s nightmare.



























In a Foreign City









You cannot speak for no one knows


Your language. You must try to catch


By glances or by steadfast gaze


The attitude of those you watch.


No conversations can amaze:


Noises may find you but not speech.







Now you have circled silence, stare


With all the subtlety of sight.


Noise may trap ears but eye discerns


How someone on his elbow turns


And in the moon’s long exile here


Touches another in the night.






























The Roman Forum









Look at the Forum


Commanded now by Roman pines:


Walk down the ancient paths


Rubbed smooth by footprints in the past and now


Broken among the baths


And battered columns where the lizards go


In zig-zag movements like the lines


Of this decorum.







Not what the man


Who carved the column, reared the arch


Or shaped the buildings meant


Is what we marvel at. Perfection here


Is quite within our reach,


These ruins now are more than monument.


See how the houses disappear


Into a plan







Connived at by


Shadows of trees or light approved


By sun and not designed


By architects. Three columns eased away


From all support are moved


By how the shadows shake them from behind.


The pine trees droop their dark and sway


Swifter than eye







Can catch them all,


O and the heart is drawn to sense,


Eye and the mind are one.


The fragments here of former markets make


(Preserved by the intense


Glare of the Roman unremitting sun),


Such cities that the heart would break


And shadows fall







To see them pass.


Removed from Rome you, half-asleep,


Observe the shadows stray.


Above, the pines are playing with the light.


Dream now so dark and deep


That when you wake those columns, lucid, free,


Will burst like flowers into white


Springing from grass. 






























A Conversation in the Gardens of the Villa Celimontana, Rome


For A.









Deeper the shadows underneath the pines


Than their own trunks and roots. Under the hard


Blue of the sky (a Roman blue, they say)


I watched the afternoon weave its designs


Lucid as crystal on this first June day.







The fountains softly displayed themselves. The grass,


Unpressed by footprints yet, looked cool and young;


Over the paths we saw our shadows pass


And in the air the glittering moments strung


Together like a brilliance under glass.







Suddenly to this fullness our words went


Talking of visionaries, of those men


Who make a stillness deeper than an act,


Who probe beyond a place where passion’s spent


And apprehend by purest intellect.







You talked of this and in between your words


I sensed (still shadowed by my own warm flesh)


That you had known such apprehension and


Back in this garden where the pine-trees stand


Held to that moment where all hungers hush.







Yes but the garden held a stillness too.


My mind could seize upon the pleasures there,


Yet in between the fountains and the grass,


The leaning pines, the overriding air,


I glimpsed a radiance where no shadows pass.



























Companions









Strictly across the urgent street


The eager voices probe and pale.


‘It is the noon, it is the heat


That make the flesh and world prevail’


We say who know the calm defeat


Of those who vanish when they fail.










But still there is another way


Of entering these different lives.


Under the fragile, piercing day


An understanding now arrives.


Our shadows substitute our stay.


See how this town connects, contrives.







And far away from what I know


Deeper than I can now relate,


I watch the people come and go,


Their faces like the sudden, slow


Enchantments of those friends who wait.


For us – too early or too late.



























A Roman Window









After the griefs of night,


Over the doors of day,


Here by this window-sill


I watch the climbing light


As early footsteps steal


Enormous shadows away.







Tenderly from this height


I feel compassion come –


People pestered by hours,


The morning swung to sight


As all the city stirs


And trembles in my room.







So from a stance of calm,


A stepping out of sleep,


My shadow once again


Disperses in the warm


Day with its lives more deep


Than any pleasure or pain.






























Strangers









Each face repeats its former attitude.


How with our glances we beset the street!


Each man and woman in their separate mood


Pass through the dust of wind and do not know


It is their own reflections that they meet,


So shared are feelings which we undergo.







Yet straining towards a meeting we depart


(Still fixed upon stark shadows we have grown)


The simple, present and intrinsic heart,


And feel that others move in worlds which we


Could pass as foreigners but never own:


There are more meeting-places than we see.







Stripped to the cries of children or the words


A blind man speaks who begs an alms to come,


We move in doubt and stealthily towards


Wide squares where shadows draw back from a place


Sun is set free in, and it feels like some


Room where we recognise each human face.



























Fountain









Let it disturb no more at first


Than the hint of a pool predicted far in a forest,


Or a sea so far away that you have to open


Your window to hear it.


Think of it then as elemental, as being


Necessity,


Not for a cup to be taken to it and not


For lips to linger or eye to receive itself


Back in reflection, simply


As water the patient moon persuades and stirs.







And then step closer,


Imagine rivers you might indeed embark on,


Waterfalls where you could


Silence an afternoon by staring but never


See the same tumult twice.


Yes come out of the narrow street and enter


The full piazza. Come where the noise compels.


Statues are bowing down to the breaking air. 










Observe it there – the fountain, too fast for shadows,


Too wild for the lights which illuminate it to hold,


Even a moment, an ounce of water back;


Stare at such prodigality and consider


It is the elegance here, it is the taming,


The keeping fast in a thousand flowering sprays,


That builds this energy up but lets the watchers


See in that stress an image of utter calm,


A stillness there. It is how we must have felt


Once at the edge of some perpetual stream,


Fearful of touching, bringing no thirst at all,


Panicked by no perception of ourselves


But drawing the water down to the deepest wonder.



























Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome


According to the legend, snow fell on the Esquiline Hill in August 358 AD as a sign that a great Basilica was to be built there









Say the snow drifted down


On the Esquiline Hill in August and the light


Easily changed to Winter. Say the hill


Heaved for a moment over the town


And suddenly in the dear defeated night


The snow was still.







So I could well believe


Watching it now, the church completed there,


Altered and added to but still the same;


Senses and not the heart deceive –


Snow grown solid and grey in the Easter air.


I think there came







Once to the Pope and king


Who set the great basilica upright


A snowstorm in their hot and Summer sleep


That when they woke they swore to bring


Such solid coolness to that sultry light


As snowdrifts deep.






























San Paolo Fuori Le Mura, Rome









It is the stone makes stillness here. I think


There could not be so much of silence if


The columns were not set there rank on rank,


For silence needs a shape in which to sink


And stillness needs these shadows for its life.







My darkness throws so little space before


My body where it stands, and yet my mind


Needs the large echoing churches and the roar


Of streets outside its own calm place to find


Where the soft doves of peace withdraw, withdraw.







The alabaster windows here permit


Only suggestions of the sun to slide


Into the church and make a glow in it;


The battering daylight leaps at large outside


Though what slips here through jewels seems most fit.







And here one might in his discovered calm


Feel the great building draw away from him,


His head bent closely down upon his arm,


With all the sun subsiding to a dim


Past-dreamt-of peace, a kind of coming home.







For me the senses still have their full sway


Even where prayer comes quicker than an act.


I cannot quite forget the blazing day,


The alabaster windows or the way


The light refuses to be called abstract.



























Letter from Assisi









Here you will find peace, they said,


Here where silence is so wide you hear it,


Where every church you enter is a kind


Continuing of thought,


Here there is ease.


Now on this road, looking up to the hill


Where the town looks severe and seems to say


There is no softness here, no sensual joy,





Close by the flowers that fling me back to England –


The bleeding poppy and the dusty vetch


And all blue flowers reflecting back the sky –


It is not peace I feel but some nostalgia,


So that a hand which draws a shutter back,


An eye which warms as it observes a child,


Hurt me with homesickness. Peace pales and withers.







The doves demur, an English voice divides


The distances. It is the afternoon,


But here siesta has no place because


All of the day is strung with silences.


Bells wound the air and I remember one


Who long ago confided how such ringing


Brought salt into their mouth, tears to their eyes.


I think I understand a mood like that:


Doves, bells, the silent hills, O all the trappings


We dress our plans of peace in, fail me now.


I search some shadow wider than my own,


Some apprehension which requires no mood


Of local silence or a sense of prayer –


An open glance that looks from some high window


And illustrates a need I wish to share.



























The Annunciation









Nothing will ease the pain to come


Though now she sits in ecstasy


And lets it have its way with her.


The angel’s shadow in the room


Is lightly lifted as if he


Had never terrified her there.







The furniture again returns


To its old simple state. She can


Take comfort from the things she knows


Though in her heart new loving burns,


Something she never gave to man


Or god before, and this god grows







Most like a man. She wonders how


To pray at all, what thanks to give


And whom to give them to. ‘Alone





To all men’s eyes I now must go’


She thinks, ‘And by myself must live


With a strange child that is my own.’







So from her ecstasy she moves


And turns to human things at last


(Announcing angels set aside).


It is a human child she loves


Though a god stirs beneath her breast


And great salvations grip her side.



























The Visitation









She had not held her secret long enough


To covet it but wished it shared as though


Telling would tame the terrifying moment


When she, most calm in her own afternoon,


   Felt the intrepid angel, heard


His beating wings, his voice across her prayer.







This was the thing she needed to impart,


The uncalm moment, the strange interruption,


The angel bringing pain disguised as joy,


But mixed with this was something she could share


   And not abandon, simply how


A child sprang in her like the first of seeds.







And in the stillness of that other day


The afternoon exposed its emptiness,


Shadows adrift from light, the long road turning


In a dry sequence of the sun. And she


   No apprehensive figure seemed,


Only a moving silence through the land.







And all her journeying was a caressing


Within her mind of secrets to be spoken.


The simple fact of birth soon overshadowed


The shadow of the angel. When she came


   Close to her cousin’s house she kept


Only the message of her happiness.







And those two women in their quick embrace


Gazed at each other with looks undisturbed


By men or miracles. It was the child





Who laid his shadow on their afternoon


By stirring suddenly, by bringing


Back the broad echoes of those beating wings.



























Agony in any Garden









And anybody’s agony might be


This garden and this time. A different prayer,


A hand put out with no one else to touch


And faltering stammered words that cannot bear


The breadth of passion – anyone might reach


His pitch of hopelessness. We judge despair







By who cries out, by greatness underneath.


The dark night and the friends who would not wake


Are where we choose to place them. Now and here


Dumbness between thumped ribs may tear and break


And some small whimper shelter a great fear.



























Gift of Tongues









Now the simple table laid,


The bottles full of wine, the loaves of bread,


And the one woman coming and twelve men


Not as to that last supper when great doubt


Was washed away and finally cast out:


Visions were past now and their lives began







Again, had to be lived in usual ways


In new simplicity with all the blaze


Of glory passed into a chafing dish.


Their lord had risen and they waited for


The promised word, the message to restore


Aspiring souls back to the naked flesh.







At first they spoke of ordinary things,


Not the great days now gone but gatherings


Of men who sought an order to their lives.


Then suddenly their speech became confused,


They spoke of things they did not know, they praised


As a man praises his new-found beliefs.










Yet they grew strange to one another, stared


At faces unfamiliar now. The word


That each man found was made for him alone.


The broken bread lay by each plate uneaten,


The flasks of wine stood by, untouched, forgotten,


The easy friendship of the meal was gone.







Each man rode on the skill of his own tongue


As children do who take a foreign song


And shape their lives within its rise and fall.


Each was enlarged by language and went out


To test his eloquence beyond, to shout


And make great silence subject to his call.







So each went on his way and spread his speech


And marvelled at the sound of words, the rich


Music that held the people. Yet there was


Such distance between words and what they spoke


About, the marvels would not stand but broke


Away. This language seemed no fitting place







To hold a glory known, for words stay still


While myths burst out of languages they fill.


‘This is no way to share the peace we knew’


They said, ‘We must find silence once again.


Only a faithful silence can contain


The mystery we watched.’ They went back to







The place where all the leaping tongues had come


Where now was shadowed silence in the room.


The story that they preached was sheltered here,


Not in the echoes of their garrulous speech


But in the sudden moment held when each


Could not distinguish ecstasy from fear.



























Statue and Candlelight









The candle burns upright, the statue’s face


Averted, in half-shadow, seems to turn


Some tenderness away. Beneath she bends


Her head and fingers, sees the candle burn


Then shuts her eyes as if to shut this place










Away, close doors and keep the senses out.


But still the dark is sensual, she feels


The candle burning like a sweet suave touch,


Then the huge shadow of her constant doubt,


Prayer thwarted by the flesh in which she kneels.







Open again, her eyes resume the world


And the prayer grows as hands and lips unite.


‘I am a being turned away like this


Statue I kneel before’ she thinks ‘But press


My eyes, my hands against the candle’s light.’



























The Virgin at Noon


By Paul Claudel









It is noon. I see that the church is open. I must go in.


Mother of Jesus Christ, I have not come to pray.







I have not come to offer anything or to ask for anything.


I come simply, Mother, to look at you.







To look at you, to weep with happiness, to know


That I am your son and that you are there.







Nothing happens for a moment: everything pauses.


Mid-day!


Be with us, Mary, in this place where you are.







There is nothing to say, I only want to look at your face


And let my heart sing in its own language.







There is nothing to speak about but only a need to sing


                                                                 because the heart is too full,


Like the blackbird who delights himself with sudden snatches of song.







Because you are beautiful, because you are spotless,


The girl in whom Grace is finally given back to us.







The creature in her first dignity and in her last flowering


Such a one comes forth from God in the morning of her


                                                                             original splendour.







Ineffably pure because you are the Mother of Jesus Christ





Who is the truth you carry in your arms and the only


                                                                       hope and the only fruit.







Because you are the woman, the Eden of all ancient


                                                                            forgotten tenderness,


The very contemplation of which suddenly pierces the heart and


                                                 makes all suppressed tears spring forth.







Because you have saved me, because you have saved France,


Because she also, like myself, was the thing which you cared for,


Because at the hour when everything failed, it was then


                                                                              that you intervened,







Because you have saved France yet again,


Because it is noon, because we are in this day of days,


Because you are there always, simply because you are Mary,


                                                                        simply because you exist,


Mother of Jesus Christ, accept my gratitude!



























Augustine


And Augustine, gazing toward the invisible.


Ezra Pound, Canto XVI









Not in Ostia, not where the slant moon slid


Down to the afternoon and the evening came


Lightly, lightly where you and your mother were


Waiting it seemed save that your stance was so


Peaceful as if you expected nothing to come –


No not there indeed where the hushed world shook


To stillness and dark drew back like a curtain. No,


Rather it is in Milan that I place you, set


You simply there among your doubts and dreaming,


Those aspirations which great Ambrose had


Too little time for. There I see you stand


No lights flung clearly to you and no days


Caught like a fragile vision in your gaze.







You learnt yourself there more than on the coast


Where ecstasy came quite unasked. I think,


Torn by the wanton image of your life


You framed the finger-tip and footstep way


How flesh may be discarded. Love became,


Entered as anguish, calmed into a mode


Of thought and claiming. Yes, like water falling





Dear to the dried heart, images bypassed


Your body and you welcomed prayer that comes,


Like prodigal’s return, childlike at last.
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