

[image: cover]








[image: alt]

















Collected Poems and Drawings of


STEVIE SMITH


edited and introduced by


WILL MAY









[image: ]

























for Rufus and Andrew




















Acknowledgements





The editor wishes to thank Jack Barbera and William McBrien, whose magisterial Smith bibliography made a challenging task possible; Hermione Lee, whose critical selection of Smith’s work set an exceptional standard; and Frances Spalding, whose rich biography offered connections the archive could not reveal alone. James MacGibbon and Linda Stearns produced a fine edition in their original Collected Poems, and it proved a wise guide throughout the editing process. Smith’s executor Hamish MacGibbon has been a supportive and judicious presence throughout.


 


Monika Class and George May both provided expert translations, and Kristen Marangoni kindly assisted me on a number of archival queries. The editor also wishes to thank the University of Southampton, which provided a grant to support archival work for the project, and staff at the McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa, for their unfailing generosity and good humour.


 


This project would not have been possible without the knowledge, guidance, and commitment of Matthew Hollis and Martha Sprackland at Faber, to whom I owe an immense debt. I am also grateful for the proofreading expertise of Laura Ashby, George May and Silvia Crompton. Any errors or inaccuracies are acknowledged here as the editor’s.
















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	Acknowledgements


	Introduction


	A Note on the Text


	Chronology




	A GOOD TIME WAS HAD BY ALL (1937)




	The Hound of Ulster


	On the Death of a German Philosopher


	Papa Love Baby


	Bandol (Var)


	Egocentric


	Alfred the Great


	Heber


	Mrs Simpkins


	How far can you Press a Poet?


	Forgive me, forgive me


	Progression


	To the Tune of the Coventry Carol


	The Suburban Classes


	Spanish School


	Night-Time in the Cemetery


	The Songster


	Up and Down


	From the Greek


	Alone in the Woods


	Intimation of Immortality


	Infant


	God and the Devil


	Es war einmal


	Dream


	Numbers


	From the County Lunatic Asylum


	Barlow


	Lament of a Slug-a-bed’s Wife


	The Bereaved Swan


	Correspondence between Mr Harrison in Newcastle and Mr Sholto Peach Harrison in Hull


	Nature and Free Animals


	The Parklands


	Eng.


	Death Bereaves our Common Mother Nature Grieves for my Dead Brother


	Aubade


	Bag-Snatching in Dublin


	The River Deben


	Death Came to Me


	No Respect


	The Reason


	I Like to Play with Him


	Analysand


	All Things Pass


	Sunt Leones


	I do not Speak


	Lord Mope


	Feminine Charm


	To the Dog Belvoir


	Never Again


	Little Boy Lost


	Does No Love Last?


	Death of the Dog Belvoir


	Angel of Grace


	Freddy


	Appetite


	From My Notes for a Series of Lectures on Murder


	Is it Wise?


	This Englishwoman


	Lord Barrenstock


	Maximilian Esterhazy


	What is the Time? or St Hugh of Lincoln


	Major Macroo


	Private Means is Dead


	Bereavement


	Death of Mr Mounsel


	Who Killed Lawless Lean?


	Road Up


	Mrs Osmosis


	The Fugitive’s Ride


	Suburb


	Beware the Man


	Breughel


	The Blood Flows Back


	Now Pine-Needles


	Portrait (1)


	Louise




	TENDER ONLY TO ONE (1938)




	Tender Only to One


	O Happy Dogs of England


	Darling Daughters


	The Bishops of the Church of England


	The Toll of the Roads


	Eulenspiegelei


	The Abominable Lake


	One of Many


	Death’s Ostracism


	The Boat


	Parrot


	The Doctor


	I Hate this Girl


	Infelice


	Come, Death (1)


	The Cock and the Hen


	Silence and Tears


	A Father for a Fool


	Siesta


	Brickenden, Hertfordshire


	The Cousin


	The Murderer


	Mother, among the Dustbins


	Le Désert de l’Amour


	Portrait (2)


	To a Dead Vole


	Arabella


	The Deathly Child


	Reversionary


	Dear Karl


	In Canaan’s Happy Land


	Proud Death with Swelling Port


	My Soul


	In My Dreams


	Noble and Ethereal


	Dear Female Heart


	How Slowly Time Lengthens


	The Man Saul


	The River Humber


	La Gretchen de Nos Jours (1)


	Nourish Me on an Egg


	Dear Muse


	Souvenir de Monsieur Poop


	Vater Unser


	Gnädiges Fräulein


	The Friend


	The Lads of the Village


	Upon a Grave


	Bye Baby Bother


	The Photograph


	‘… and the clouds return after the rain’


	Out of Time


	‘I’ll have your heart’


	Flow, Flow, Flow


	The Children of the Cross


	Fallen, Fallen


	Rothebât


	Look, Look


	Tableau de l’Inconstance des Mauvais Anges


	Will Ever?


	Ceux qui luttent …


	Suicide’s Epitaph


	Come


	Little Boy Sick


	The Violent Hand


	Fuite d’Enfance




	MOTHER, WHAT IS MAN? (1942)




	Human Affection


	A King in Funeral Procession


	La Gretchen de Nos Jours (2)


	Murder


	Girls!


	Where are you going?


	Autumn


	Poet!


	Bog-Face


	The Zoo


	Advice to Young Children


	The Face


	If I lie down


	The Sad Mother


	Ah, will the Saviour …?


	Conviction (I)


	Conviction (II)


	Conviction (III)


	Conviction (IV)


	The Virtuoso


	Villains


	Le Majeur Ydow


	The Little Daughters of America


	
She said …



	Quand on n’a pas ce que l’on aime, il faut aimer ce que l’on a –


	The Sad Heart


	The Conventionalist


	Study to Deserve Death


	Dirge


	La Speakerine de Putney


	Distractions and the Human Crowd


	Be off!


	Love Me!


	The Wild Dog


	The Heavenly City


	Lady ‘Rogue’ Singleton


	Mother


	My Heart was Full


	Croft


	Rencontres Funestes


	The Film Star


	The Bottle of Aspirins


	The Governess


	The Actress


	The Devil-my-Wife


	The Repentance of Lady T


	The Smile


	Forgot!


	A Man I Am


	The Broken Heart


	The White Thought


	In the Night


	The Magic Morning


	Après la Politique, la Haine des Bourbons


	The Poets are Silent


	The Pleasures of Friendship


	Happiness


	Lot’s Wife


	The Fool


	Old Ghosts


	Death in the Rose Garden


	No More People


	Hast Du dich verirrt?


	Satin-Clad


	Unpopular, lonely and loving


	‘Ceci est digne de gens sans Dieu’


	When the Sparrow Flies


	Voices against England in the Night


	‘N’est-ce pas assez de ne me point haïr?’


	The Failed Spirit


	The Sliding Mountain


	The Recluse


	‘I could let Tom go – but what about the children?’


	Christmas




	HAROLD’S LEAP (1950)




	The Roman Road


	The Castle


	To Dean Inge Lecturing on Origen


	Behind the Knight


	The Warden


	Harold’s Leap


	A Mother’s Hearse


	Touch and Go


	Man is a Spirit


	Thought is Superior


	The River God of the River Mimram in Hertfordshire


	Cool as a Cucumber


	The Orphan Reformed


	A Shooting Incident


	‘Oh stubborn race of Cadmus’ seed …’


	The Ambassador


	Persephone


	Do Take Muriel Out


	The Weak Monk


	Le Singe Qui Swing


	Pad, pad


	The Broken Friendship


	‘Duty was his Lodestar’


	The After-thought


	The Wanderer


	No Categories!


	The Deserter


	I rode with my darling…


	God and Man


	Mr Over


	My Cats


	Drugs Made Pauline Vague


	Our Bog is Dood


	Wretched Woman


	Lightly Bound


	Le Revenant


	Friskers or Gods and Men


	Cool and Plain


	To School!


	To an American Publisher


	The Rehearsal


	Death-bed of a Financier


	The Hat


	Thank You


	The Ride


	I Am


	The Crown of Bays


	Homage to John Cowper Powys


	Little Child of Brightest Face


	Our Office Cat


	A Jew is Angry with his Friend who does not Believe in Circumcision


	From the Coptic


	A Humane Materialist at the Burning of a Heretic


	In Protocreation


	Do Not!


	The Death Sentence


	The Commuted Sentence


	The Celtic Fringe


	The Leader


	Oh, If Only …


	Who Shot Eugenie?


	Full Well I Know


	Voices about the Princess Anemone


	Deeply Morbid


	The Ghost of Ware




	NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING (1957)




	Not Waving but Drowning


	The English Visitor


	‘What is she writing? Perhaps it will be good’


	The Fairy Bell


	The New Age


	The Blue from Heaven


	The Lady of the Well-Spring


	The Queen and the Young Princess


	A Dream of Comparison


	My Hat


	The Engine Drain


	Saint Anthony and the Rose of Life


	Anger’s Freeing Power


	Fafnir and the Knights


	Songe d’Athalie


	The Hostage


	Away, Melancholy


	Dido’s Farewell to Aeneas


	Childe Rolandine


	The Jungle Husband


	‘Come on, Come back’


	
Why are the Clergy …?



	I Remember


	But Murderous


	This is Disgraceful and Abominable


	God the Eater


	God the Drinker


	Will Man Ever Face Fact and not Feel Flat?


	Every Lovely Limb’s a Desolation


	A Dream of Nourishment


	The Airy Christ


	It Filled my Heart with Love


	I. An Agnostic


	II. A Religious Man


	Dear Little Sirmio


	‘Great Unaffected Vampires and the Moon’


	The Celts


	The Passing Cloud


	Loin de l’Être


	Nipping Pussy’s Feet in Fun


	Cat Asks Mouse Out


	My Cat Major


	Parents


	To a Lady in a Train


	Adelaide Abner


	The English


	King Hamlet’s Ghost


	At School


	Can it Be?


	The Old Sweet Dove of Wiveton


	The Past


	The Singing Cat


	Longing for Death because of Feebleness


	My Heart Goes Out


	Look!


	Who is this Who Howls and Mutters?


	Oh What is the Thing He Done?


	Magna est Veritas


	The Light of Life


	In the Park


	Evangelie, or The Figure of Literary Corruption, seeking Glory not Truth


	Jumbo


	The Choosers


	The Occasional Yarrow


	The Sorrowful Girl


	The Starling


	Die Lorelei


	Farewell




	SELECTED POEMS (1962)




	Thoughts about the Person from Porlock


	Thoughts about the Christian Doctrine of Eternal Hell


	Recognition not Enough


	Was He Married?


	Was it not curious?


	The Frozen Lake


	Poor Soul, poor Girl!


	From the French (1)


	Admire Cranmer!


	Votaries of Both Sexes Cry First to Venus


	From the French (2)


	I Was so Full …


	From the Italian


	God Speaks


	Edmonton, thy cemetery …


	My Muse




	THE FROG PRINCE AND OTHER POEMS (1966)




	The Frog Prince


	Tenuous and Precarious


	A House of Mercy


	The Best Beast of the Fat-Stock Show at Earls Court


	Exeat


	Easy


	Oh Christianity, Christianity


	 Why do you rage?


	The True Tyrant or The Spirit of Duty Rebuked


	Under Wrong Trees … or Freeing the Colonial Peoples


	I had a dream …


	Dear Child of God


	The Wedding Photograph


	Phèdre


	Everything is Swimming


	‘The Persian’


	Emily writes such a good letter


	November


	Monsieur Pussy-Cat, blackmailer


	Si peu séduisante


	To Carry the Child


	Mutchmore and Not-So


	The Last Turn of the Screw


	Company


	Saffron


	Avondale


	Avondall


	Valuable


	I Wish


	The Listener


	Hymn to the Seal


	Fish Fish


	Venus When Young Choosing Death


	Lord Say-and-Seal


	The Days of Yore


	Pearl


	Yes, I know


	Widowhood or The Home-Coming of Lady Ross


	Voice from the Tomb (1)


	Voice from the Tomb (2)


	Voice from the Tomb (3)


	Voice from the Tomb (4)


	Voice from the Tomb (5)


	The Dedicated Dancing Bull and the Water Maid


	Night Thoughts


	Piggy to Joey


	Pretty


	The Small Lady


	Animula, vagula, blandula


	Friends of the River Trent


	Is it Happy?


	Watchful


	How Cruel is the Story of Eve


	The Story I Have Told


	Fairy Story


	Angel Face


	The Grange


	Mrs Arbuthnot


	Magnificent Words


	So can anger …


	On Walking Slowly After an Accident


	I am a girl who loves to shoot


	I love …


	Cœur Simple


	Nodding


	v.


	A British Song


	When the wind …


	Northumberland House


	The Crown of Gold


	Why do I …


	Some Are Born




	SCORPION AND OTHER POEMS (1972)




	Scorpion


	Seymour and Chantelle or Un peu de vice


	How do you see?


	The Ass


	A Soldier Dear to Us


	The Forlorn Sea


	Angel Boley


	The Donkey


	Cock-A-Doo


	Francesca in Winter


	So to fatness come


	The Sallow Bird


	When Walking


	Her-zie


	The Word


	Nor We of Her to Him


	Mrs Blow and Her Animals


	Oh grateful colours, bright looks!


	O Pug!


	Archie and Tina


	The Poet Hin


	The House of Over-Dew


	Oblivion


	The Galloping Cat


	Hippy-Mo


	Hendecasyllables


	Black March


	Grave by a Holm-Oak


	The Sea-widow


	The Stroke


	Come, Death (2)




	APPENDICES


	I UNCOLLECTED POEMS




	‘Casmilus’


	‘As falls the gravelled grouse’


	Henry Wilberforce


	From the Latin


	Portrait of a Fool


	Souvenir de Jacky Vandenbroeck


	‘The grief of an unquiet mind is a thing accursed’


	Marriage I Think


	Lulu


	Death of Cold


	Via Media Via Dolorosa


	Sigh No More


	Salon d’Automne


	Sterilization


	The Word


	Landrecie


	This Baronet


	Swift to Depart


	The Horror of the Midnight


	The Angel


	Revenge


	Lift Thy Sad Heart


	Flounder


	The Pupil


	Portrait


	Left, Right


	Ichabod


	On Coming Late to Parnassus


	A Portrait


	The Horrible Man


	The Octopus


	As Sways


	Portrait


	Two Friends


	‘When I Awake’


	‘O Silent Visitation’


	I Forgive You


	‘The Midwife’


	‘The Royal Dane’


	O Lord!


	The English


	Beautiful


	Why d’You Believe?


	The Vision


	Heartless


	Silence


	The Old Poet


	I walked in the graveyard …


	La Robe Chemise


	From the French


	The Holiday


	When One


	Miss Snooks, Poetess


	Saint Foam and the Holy Child


	B.B.C. Feature Programme on Prostitution


	Pretty Baby


	Our Doggy


	My Tortoise


	Have Done, Gudrun


	William the Dog


	Sapphic


	The Hound Puss




	II UNPUBLISHED POEMS




	Northumberland Park (c.1936)


	Fussy (c.7017)


	Goodnight (1938)


	Porgy Georgie (1938)


	Father Damien Doshing (1938)


	Bed (1938)


	My Earliest Love (c.1938)


	The Ballet of the Twelve Dancing Princesses (c.1939)


	Song in Time of War (c.1947)


	Mrs Midnight (1952)


	They Killed (c.1953)


	Professor Snooks Does His Worst with a Grecian Fragment (1957)


	The Lesson (1957)


	On the Dressing gown lent me by my Hostess the Brazilian Consul in Milan, 1958 (1958)


	A Fiend (1962)


	Le Paquebot (1962)


	Voice from the Tomb (1966)


	To the Brownes’ Cat (1966)


	To the Brownes’ Hamster (1966)


	Mort’s Cry (1967)


	Friend and Neighbour (1968)


	The Publisher (1968)


	Lord Henry de Bohon (1969)


	The Stream with Two Faces (1969)


	I thank thee, Lord (1969)


	Soupir d’Angleterre (1969)


	He preferred … (c.1970)


	Like This (1) (c.1970)


	Like This (2) (c.1970)


	Telly-me-Do (c.1970)


	Accented


	Cars


	César


	Childhood and Interruption


	Death


	Mabel


	‘Mother Love’


	None of the Other Birds


	Oh Thou Pale Intellectual Brow


	Roaming


	Ruory and Edith


	She got up and went away


	The Easter Rose


	The Little Birdies


	The Old Soul


	The Pearl


	There is an Old Man


	Tom Snooks the Pundit


	Wife’s Lament at Hereford




	III TABLE OF CONTENTS FOR SELECTED POEMS, THE FROG PRINCE AND OTHER POEMS, AND PENGUIN MODERN POETS 8




	IV LIST OF ALTERNATIVE TITLES




	Notes


	Index by Title


	Index by First Line


	About the Author


	By the Same Author


	Copyright


























COLLECTED POEMS AND DRAWINGS OF STEVIE SMITH























Introduction







Rather a fishy thing to do –


And yet this is not wholly true.


‘Flounder (Part of an Acrostic)’





Like all great poets, Stevie Smith invites contradictions. Several poems play with the word ‘easy’, but are neither straightforward nor comfortable: ‘easy in feeling’ is ‘easily excessive’, we are reminded in ‘To Carry the Child’. Smith is refreshingly no-nonsense, but her poetry sometimes flirts with it, as in the miniature above, which is designed to leave readers not wondering but floundering. She takes poetry seriously enough to risk not being taken seriously: it’s no accident her poems are interested in those with more courage than is good for them, from the superfluous acrobatics of the cat in ‘Can it Be?’ to the stoic war veterans in ‘A Soldier Dear to Us’ who are too brave to ask ‘if there was any hope’. She is often dogmatic, even indignant, and few modern poets make such use of imperatives and exhortations: we’re asked to admire newspaper editors in ‘Magnificent Words’, honour penny-pinched fathers in ‘Alfred the Great’, or disparage the recent work of a French actress in ‘Phèdre’, sometimes with little room for disagreement. Yet Smith is compelled by the protean nature of truth, which is often made up of two opposing views, ‘the one meanly begot, the other nobly’ (p. 635), or couched in French euphemism, as in ‘Loin de l’Être’ and ‘Si peu séduisante’. Philip Larkin borrowed the French term ‘fausse-naïve’1 to equivocate about Smith’s poetry in a 1962 review, but helped himself to her equivocations for The Whitsun Weddings (1964): the words ‘not true’ and ‘unkind’ in ‘I Was so Full …’ become Larkin’s ‘words not untrue and not unkind’.2 In Smith’s autobiographical allegory poem ‘A House of Mercy’, the speaker conflates ‘True’ with some surprising adjectives:






Now I am old I tend my mother’s sister


The noble aunt who so long tended us,


Faithful and True her name is. Tranquil.


Also Sardonic. And I tend the house.








If true tends towards the sardonic, we might begin to wonder if what we know about Smith is ‘wholly true’ or a good deal more ‘fishy’.


Stevie Smith was born in Hull in 1902, moved to Palmers Green aged three, and lived there for the rest of her life. After school, she spent thirty years working at Newnes Publishing as a secretary to Sir Neville Pearson, and produced three semi-autobiographical novels and eight collections of poetry. The apparently narrow canvas of her life is, for many, part of her appeal: singer-songwriter Morrissey rhapsodises on a writer who ‘appeared to live like a never-opened window’,3 while poet Amy Clampitt imagines ‘a routine so settled that the tiniest subverting of the expected comes as a betrayal’.4 While most dramatic representations of writers give us the misleading impression their life is more interesting than their work, Hugh Whitemore’s play Stevie (1978) goes out of its way to suggest the opposite. We hear, through interrupted anecdotes, tales of an absconding father, a childhood battle with TB, and a failed suicide, yet much of this happens off-stage or before the play begins. Tales from school-days are recounted with Beckettian compulsion, as if memory might take the place of event. Potential lovers are undone by their suburban ‘meelyoo’, and death is the only welcome visitor. Yet Smith understood that a modern poet needed a persona, even if it was one that advertised its own marginality at every opportunity. While critics were both delighted and exasperated at her apparent idiosyncrasies, she countered them with shoulder-shrugging ordinariness: ‘the poet is not an important fellow’, she reminds us in the essay ‘My Muse’ (1960): ‘there will always be another poet’.5


Another version of her life could equally cast her as a prolific book reviewer, a trenchant social critic, or a shrewd literary professional. At the height of her success in the 1960s, she was feted on both sides of the Atlantic, yet in interviews played the unconnected and isolated figure, ferried in from an unliterary suburb, trespassing on the modern day.6 The editor who told her to ‘go away and write a novel’7 when faced with her unpublished poetry in 1935 offered better advice than he knew: Novel on Yellow Paper (1936), Over the Frontier (1938), and The Holiday (1949) gave her the opportunity to create the nearest the period could ever come to Wordsworth’s Prelude. Her gift for self-fashioning turned Florence to Stevie in the 1920s, and then Stevie into Pompey Casmilus, the arch, brittle and conspiratorial protagonist of her first two novels. Hiding amongst the glittering conversational set-pieces of the first book (women’s magazines, anti-Semitism, the ironies of staging Euripides at a girls’ school) there is a poet eager for us to ‘get the first look in’8 at her work; Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963) would follow this example. In Over the Frontier, the spectre of war is accompanied by the anxieties of authorship and literary production. By the time we come to the plaintive Celia in The Holiday, the protagonist brings her poems to life by recitation and performance. The question is no longer one of publication, but of posterity: a cancelled line in the manuscript confesses ‘how these tunes bother me, how can I get them written down, and if I do not do that, when I am dead who will know how they should be sung?’9 While Smith distanced herself from her novels later in her career, they alert us to the careful moves her poetry makes in situating her story. ‘Reader, before you condemn, pause’, she cautions in ‘Infant’, with a line that pauses, knowingly, after it has as good as condemned us. While lyrics like ‘Not Waving but Drowning’ can be flattened by biography, the cryptic allegory of ‘The Crown of Gold’ cannot be deciphered without it.


Smith is often remembered for her hymns to the suburbs, but once warned against ‘letting [children] think it matters much where a writer lives’,10 and made her first novel’s tutelary deity Hermes, the messenger god who speeds back and forth from the Underworld. ‘To and fro’11 is the most common co-ordinate in her work. Yet she is an inveterate chronicler of English places and their traditions. Her England is full of water, from the pashy ground of Lincolnshire and the Fenland drains to the rivers Yarrow, Deben, and Humber. While Britain is sometimes invoked in patriotic terms, her feelings are nationalist: she thought twice about publishing the anti-Welsh poem ‘Soupir d’Angleterre’, but not ‘The Celts’. Her landscapes are sometimes fantastical, but those permitted to venture there are often her most pragmatic characters, like Joan in ‘Deeply Morbid’. When the imagination becomes an unhealthy delusion, Smith is the first to disapprove: both ‘Night Thoughts’ and ‘How do you see?’ cast judgement on their troubled fantasists with the resigned understatement ‘it is not good’.


Contradictions abound, too, in the timbre of her poems. Early critics heard the visionary power of William Blake and Emily Dickinson alongside the epigrammatic comedy of Dorothy Parker and Ogden Nash.12 Her work is distinctive, but it jangles with a range of voices and registers. She is pitch-perfect in her ventriloquism, whether voicing the distracted evasions of the English upper class, the self-satisfied entitlement of the literary critic, or even the harmless vanity of a preening bull. Not since Keats has English poetry had a voice that can make archaism so energetic (her closing rhyme of ‘death/saith’ at the end of ‘The Bereaved Swan’ is her affectionate gesture to ‘The Eve of St Agnes’). Within a single poem, the same speaker might declaim ‘Sepulchral ailment!’ or complain about all the ‘push and fuss’ (p. 394). Yet these shifts are not just there for comic bathos: like Wallace Stevens, with whom Smith has more than a ‘ho ho, thump thump’ (p. 537) in common, her switches allow the possibility of seriousness. Her nomadic diction permits the solemn more often than the whimsical.


The range of Smith’s poetic voice is matched by its polyphony. There are stoic dialogues, choruses, and chanting twins. Smith captivated 1960s poetry audiences by singing her poems to missionary hymns, self-penned drones, and folk ballads, but her musical range goes further: ‘Death in the Rose Garden’ is scored to Bizet, while ‘The Dedicated Dancing Bull and the Water Maid’ was inspired by Beethoven’s horn and piano sonata. Like Smith’s singing voice, the exchanges between Smith’s speakers are uneven and off-kilter. Her poems are full of committed conversations, but often ones that turn on difference or mishearing:






Struck by the shout


That he may not know what it’s about


The deaf friend again


Up-ends his hearing instrument to relieve the strain.


What? Oh shock, ‘“Pray for the Mute”?


I thought you said the newt.’


                                            (‘In the Park’)








Smith is most famous for the drowned man who goes unheard, but even the religious fanatics in ‘Our Bog is Dood’ find they ‘never could agree’.


Her first collection includes a poem called ‘Progression’, and some of her greatest admirers have questioned whether her work really had any.13 Although 1960s works such as ‘The Last Turn of the Screw’ and ‘Watchful’ marked a renewed interest in the long poem, a corpus that begins with an eerie trip to the pet shop and ends with a number of commissions to write children’s animal poems does not tell the usual story. Her poems are haunted by the dangers of development deferred:






To carry the child into adult life


Is to be handicapped


                 (‘To Carry the Child’)








We might read this psychological warning as authorial self-diagnosis. Yet the origins of individual poems challenge our understanding of chronology in more complicated ways. Some are Escher-like puzzles that seem to have been written before the idea for them came about: ‘What is she writing? Perhaps it will be good’ is Smith’s only poem about a writer not worried about their reception, and yet it is one of her most self-conscious. ‘Was it not curious?’ constructs its central rhyme around Saint Aúgustin, only to conveniently remember in the final verse it has mistaken him for someone else:






Was it not curious of Gregory


Rather more than of Aúgustin?


It was not curious so much


As it was wicked of them.








Other poems disorientate us not with their synchronicity, but their gestation. ‘Come on, Come back’ begins its life in the 1920s as a draft called ‘Incident in the Great War, 1991–7’, but this futuristic vision of apocalypse is not completed for another thirty-five years, by which time a war as long as the one she imagined has come and gone. This is one of the many wormholes that war drills though Smith’s work: the Trojan women quarrel to a soundtrack of ‘we’re here because, we’re here because we’re here’ in ‘I had a dream …’; a young Smith learns about trench warfare by reading Browning’s ‘Child Roland to the Dark Tower Came’ in ‘A Soldier Dear to Us’; while ‘At School’, a poem which introduces itself as a ‘Paolo and Francesca’ situation, is prompted by the Cold War. Smith’s most topical poem, ‘Angel Boley’, explored the Moors Murders, but was also her most sustained attempt at a legend.


As these examples suggest, allusion is a tricky customer in Smith’s poetry. The three roots most visible above ground are classical tragedy and epic (especially Dante, Euripides, and Racine), French symbolist poetry (Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Rimbaud), and the ‘rag-bag’ of quotations and biblical verse that came from school and home. Smith was brought up in the Palgrave’s Golden Treasury tradition: Browning, Blake, Clare, Cowper, Shelley, Tennyson, and Wordsworth in particular. Yet her use of allusion flits between misremembered quotation and deliberate reversal; it’s telling that ‘Old Ghosts’, a poem apparently about the burden of literary antecedents, makes very free and easy with its epigraph from De Quincey. In Confessions of An English Opium-Eater (1821), De Quincey praises a child for his ability to call up ghosts; Smith’s misremembered quotation worries about whether they can be sent back. She removes the epigraph altogether for Mother, What is Man?, but reinstates a revised version in Selected Poems, now even more approximate. The poem is about being besieged by the past, but the allusion only asserts Smith’s control. We find similarly sharp-witted children throughout her work: ‘The Orphan Reformed’ suggests a poet more astute about placing themselves in a lineage than we have been:






She looks at this pair and that


Cries, Father, Mother,


Likes these, does not like those,


Stays for a time; goes.








The resemblance to Wordsworth’s orphan-in-distress ‘Alice Fell’ (1807) beguiles us, and is meant to: her poetry claims then disavows kinships far and wide.


Sometimes Smith’s poetic reversals are more deliberate, and more knowing. Tennyson rhapsodises ‘The Dying Swan’ (1830) in full-throated apostrophe, and Smith replies with the stubby monosyllables of ‘The Bereaved Swan’:






The desolate creeks and pools among,


Were flooded over with eddying song.


               (Tennyson, ‘The Dying Swan’)


Wan


Swan


On a lake


               (Smith, ‘The Bereaved Swan’)








Romantic swansongs have their place, but more interesting to Smith are those left behind who have to ‘go on’.14 While the swansong risks self-indulgence and sentimentality, Smith’s bereaved swan gives up the right to compassion. The voice of the abandoned is less grief-stricken than caustic.


Smith had little truck with poetic schools or movements, but chose her source material to place her in a wider tradition of wily writers and writing: Coleridge’s interruption by the Person from Porlock is revealed as an expedient excuse; an invented quotation about atheism by French novelist Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly prompts a poem about something-and-nothing in ‘Ceci est digne de gens sans Dieu’; while ‘Great Unaffected Vampires and the Moon’ is written in response to a competition in The Spectator to introduce the title line, the line itself coming from a made-up poem in a spoof review by Hilaire Belloc.15 Writers, like reformed orphans, are not averse to pulling the wool over our eyes when they have to. Sometimes, Smith is less allusive than she appears. One of her most celebrated poems, ‘I Remember’, seems to invoke Keats, Hardy, Larkin, and Edward Thomas, and was tellingly noted by an interviewer as being ‘typical’ of her style.16 Yet she breezily dismissed it as a near transcription from Llewellyn Powys, and therefore could not claim to have written it (p. 761). Smith’s poems are translations, reworkings, afterthoughts, disquisitions, interrogations, feelings recollected in anxiety. When we listen to them carefully, we hear not only the cadences of canonical Victorian verse, but also the fudged rhymes of Scottish child-poet Marjorie Fleming (p. 777), the quips of Billy Bunter (p. 766), or the ghost of a seventeenth-century French witch hunter (p. 751).


The furniture of Smith’s poetry specialises in uncanny objects – plaster busts of dead mothers sitting on pianos, hats of surreal proportions, gas fires worthy of friendship, and toxic mushrooms. Her drawings are similarly disorientating. Sketches of enigmatic women look out from the page, like readers who have got there first but are unwilling to give up their secrets to us. Like her poetry, her drawings have eclectic starting points. Some are inspired by the epigrammatic underlines of Goya or the sketches of Georg Grosz, while others skirt closer to Edward Lear. While a few appear to be illustrations to the poems they accompany, many were added to her poems at proof stage or substituted for an apparently unrelated doodle, deliberately unsettling how we might understand a poem’s speaker, tone, or addressee. As with her poems, they are as likely to put us on our guard as provide relief.


Her rhymes are also never quite at home: an early uncollected poem satirises a girl who






                            only censures or approves


In pompous hesitating sixth form syllables


                                    (‘Portrait of a Fool’)








The poem teases us for our tacit disapproval of the half-rhyme, and draws further attention to its excess of syllables. Sometimes Smith’s most distinctive rhymes are hired out from her poetic ancestors. ‘Suburb’ warns us we will ‘die remembering’ when the time comes for our ‘dismembering’, which seems to be half-remembering Robert Browning’s ‘disemburdening’ from ‘Fra Lippo Lippi’ (1855). Yet Smith’s rhymes also wander far from home for other reasons: she delights in the rhyming antonym, and many of her drafts find her vacillating between two words close in sound but opposite in sense. ‘Do Take Muriel Out’ finds its protagonist led out by a ‘deceiver’ or a ‘believer’, depending on when Smith reads the poem, and to whom. The speaker in ‘Look, Look’ is either waiting ‘happily’ or ‘impatiently’.17


Smith cares a great deal how her poems will be read, remembered, and sung, yet can be disarmingly off-hand about whether they’ve been published before, where the epigraphs might come from, or whether they should be collected in a book.18 ‘How do you see?’, a poem specially commissioned by the Guardian in 1964, worried over the ‘pious forgeries’ interpolated into the Bible, yet saw fit to incorporate in full ‘Oh Christianity, Christianity’, a poem Smith had already published elsewhere. A faithless lover looks on with ‘imperial carelessness’ in ‘Oh, If Only …’: the phrase suggests the degree of authority Smith’s apparent indifference might lend to her art. Both on the page and stage, Smith delighted in revising works for various audiences. A gathering of schoolchildren would prompt a careful reselection and rewriting of particular lines, although someone as clear-eyed about the savagery of infanthood as Smith often created her most uncompromising poems for her youngest audiences. 19 When selling individual poems to British and American newspapers, she changed words, titles or illustration to dodge copyright issues.20 Putting together a new collection would then present her with the challenge of deciding between numerous versions of a poem. At times, her choices were pragmatic: which newspaper could supply the original illustration or copy first would determine which version made the proof. Yet she could be categorical, threatening to leave publishers when they refused to include drawings alongside her poems, as Diana Athill nearly found to her cost.21 She adopted a series of postures towards her editors, from the author-in-distress, under siege from proliferating versions of poems and drawings, to the obstinate star-pupil. In truth, no writer was better served by choosing not to have an agent, a truth of which Smith was wryly aware.


Smith well understood the dangers a ‘collected poems’ might present for writers who dared to gamble with tone, rhyme and metre. While Smith would blanch at a reviewer comparing her to Thomas Hood, her 1940s radio programme on his collected poetry sounds a telling posthumous caution; ‘certainly not a heavy volume in the intellectual sense, but be careful how you skip, you may miss something good, suddenly, unexpectedly’.22 His ‘all too faithfully collected’ and ‘unpruned’ poems worry her lest readers take them in bad faith. Smith agonised over which poems and drawings to include in individual books or, more accurately, which to omit from them. While her most frequent rationale for exclusion was ‘too light’ or ‘too sentimental’,23 she knew her particular poetic performance was a balancing act, and an off-rhyme in one poem might upset a clean quatrain on the following page. Yet other poems were denied book publication for more prosaic reasons: the Observer poetry editor had the only copy of her 1961 poem ‘The Holiday’, and a tight print deadline meant it never found its way into Selected Poems (1962). Mindful of these omissions, this edition includes unpublished and uncollected poetry in the appendix, including the sixty-four poems included in Me Again (1981).


There are more poems and drawings by Stevie Smith than can be contained in one book, and little sense from her own criticism that any poet is served well by having only one title in print. Her 1958 book of drawings and captions for Gabberbochus Press was entitled Some Are More Human Than Others (1958) and, of her own poems, she might be happy to say some are more collected than others.
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A Note on the Text





Smith was clearest on editorial matters after seeing her poems in print, once decisions became errors. Several of Smith’s personal copies of her books have amendations, as do the excised newspaper versions. While she never sent these post-publication versions to her editors, they were her reading editions for performances and broadcasts. As far as possible, these amended final versions have provided the source texts here. The punctuation in her first volume is very light, but when she began to perform her work she grew more concerned with how her poems might be misread, and punctuated accordingly. She revised a number of earlier poems for Selected Poems, The Frog Prince and Other Poems, and Penguin Modern Poets 8: I have followed the later version in each case, and note substantive variants.


The number of drawings included in each volume was often determined by Smith’s publisher. When given the opportunity, she would include as many as she could, as in The Frog Prince and Other Poems. While this edition returns us to the layout and chronology of the original volumes, drawings that Smith added when republishing the poems have been included here. In a few instances, Smith removed earlier drawings, but the alternatives were substitutes rather than replacements, usually dictated by book make-up; all original drawings have been retained. Smith sometimes reused drawings for subsequent collections. In these cases, a note has been made.





















Chronology















	1902

	Born on 20 September in Hull as Florence Margaret Smith to Charles Ward Smith (b.1872) and Ethel Spear (b.1876); her sister Ethel Mary Frances (Molly) was born in 1900






	1905

	Her father abandons them to work as a pantry boy on the White Star Line after his family business goes bankrupt






	1906

	Moves to 1 Avondale Road, Palmers Green, with her mother, sister and aunt, Madge Spear






	1907

	Contracts TB, and spends three years at a children’s convalescent home in Broadstairs, Kent






	1911

	Attends Palmers Green High School; pupils are encouraged to recite Palgrave’s Golden Treasury; wins literature prize in her final year and is given Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus and On Heroes and Hero-Worship







	1917

	Follows her sister to North London Collegiate, although she does not receive a scholarship; the Smith family receive visits by soldiers convalescing in nearby Grovelands






	1918

	Florence is confirmed






	1919

	Her mother dies on 6 February, having suffered a heart attack






	1920

	Trains at Mrs Hoster’s Secretarial Academy; by 1922, she has taken up her post as secretary to Arthur Pearson, the magazine publisher, and adopted the nickname ‘Stevie’






	1920s

	Begins a period of sustained reading, and writes her first mature poems; these include ‘Morbid Maltravers’ (1924), ‘The Everlasting Percy’ (1925), and ‘Huderina Elegans’ (1925), a tribute to the American fantasy writer James Branch Cabell






	1928

	Her sister converts to Roman Catholicism; Stevie meets Karl Eckinger, a Munich student researching the Sonderbund War






	1929

	Travels to Germany, visiting Halle and Berlin in the period of economic crisis which saw the Nazi Party make its first major gains in power






	1933

	Begins seeing Eric Armitage (‘Freddy’ in Novel on Yellow Paper); she calls off their engagement, and he marries in 1935






	1934

	Sends poems to literary agency Curtis Brown; an anonymous reader finds them ‘bitty’ and ‘so very ultra-1934’






	1935

	Ian Parsons from Chatto and Windus advises her to ‘go away and write a novel’ before they can consider her poems; she submits a manuscript by Christmas






	1936

	
Novel on Yellow Paper, or Work it Out for Yourself published with Jonathan Cape (‘Under the Haystack’ and ‘Pompey Casmilus’ were both considered as titles); her poet-protagonist Pompey Casmilus links her name to Hermes, the messenger-god who can come and go freely from the Underworld; the book is an immediate critical and commercial success, and she begins a sequel






	1937

	Publishes A Good Time Was Had By All, which sells over 800 copies






	1938

	
Over the Frontier published; begins her book reviewing career with work for London Mercury, Life and Letters, and John O’London’s Weekly; starts work on a novel manuscript entitled ‘Married to Death’, which she abandons in 1939; publishes second volume of poetry, Tender Only to One, which sells around 400 copies






	1940–1

	Begins friendship with George Orwell and poet Mulk Raj Anand






	1942

	Publishes wartime poetry collection, Mother, What is Man? and begins work on The Holiday







	1946

	Embarks on an affair with Scottish-Canadian psychotherapist (known as ‘Mary’ in Frances Spalding’s biography); The Holiday is rejected by Cape, and her friend Leo Khan unsuccessfully attempts to publish it (see ‘The Crown of Gold’)






	1949

	
The Holiday is published by Chapman and Hall






	1950

	Publishes Harold’s Leap; though reviewed well, it sells fewer copies than any previous volume






	1951

	Makes first BBC broadcast, ‘Poems and Drawings’






	1953

	Makes unsuccessful suicide attempt at work, and is signed off with a full pension by Newnes






	1954

	Begins reviewing for the Observer and The Spectator; writes ‘Not Waving but Drowning’






	1957

	Publishes Not Waving but Drowning with André Deutsch; renegotiates contract when Diana Athill objects to her drawings; gives her first poetry reading at the Oxford Union; delivers public lecture, ‘The Necessity of Not Believing’, at invitation of the Cambridge Humanists






	1958

	Publishes a book of drawings and captions with Gabberbochus Press entitled Some Are More Human Than Others







	1959

	Produces the radio play ‘A Turn Outside’, which imagines an interview with a mysterious interlocutor, eventually revealed as death






	1962

	Publishes Selected Poems with Longman, prompting a fan letter from Sylvia Plath






	1964

	James Laughlin publishes an American edition of Selected Poems, which draws praise from Marianne Moore and Ogden Nash






	1965

	Records an LP of poetry readings for Marvell Press






	1966

	Publishes The Frog Prince and Other Poems with Longman; included in Penguin Modern Poets 8 alongside Geoffrey Hill and Edwin Brock; given the Cholmondeley Award for poetry






	1968

	Her aunt dies at 96 after a stroke






	1969

	Awarded the Queen’s Medal for Poetry; Robert Gottlieb publishes The Best Beast in the US, choosing the title and selection; performs at the Poetry Society Gala Recital on 4 February with Basil Bunting, Ted Hughes, Brian Patten, and William Plomer; moves in with sister after Molly suffers a stroke






	1970

	Edits The Batsford Book of Children’s Verse and begins work on Scorpion (published posthumously in 1972)






	1971

	Suffers from fainting fits and aphasia, later diagnosed as a brain tumour; dies on 7 March































A GOOD TIME WAS HAD BY ALL (1937)





 





















The Hound of Ulster









Little boy


Will you stop


And take a look


In the puppy shop –


Dogs blue and liver


Noses aquiver


Little dogs big dogs


Dogs for sport and pleasure


Fat dogs meagre dogs


Dogs for lap and leisure.


Do you see that wire-haired terrier?


Could anything be merrier?


Do you see that Labrador retriever?


His name is Belvoir.


          Thank you courteous stranger, said the child.


          By your words I am beguiled,


          But tell me pray


          What lurks in the gray


          Cold shadows at the back of the shop?


Little boy do not stop


Come away


From the puppy shop.


For the Hound of Ulster lies tethered there


Cuchulain tethered by his golden hair


His eyes are closed and his lips are pale


Hurry little boy he is not for sale.






























On the Death of a German Philosopher









He wrote The I and the It


He wrote The It and the Me


He died at Marienbad


And now we are all at sea.






























Papa Love Baby
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My mother was a romantic girl


So she had to marry a man with his hair in curl


Who subsequently became my unrespected papa,


But that was a long time ago now.







What folly it is that daughters are always supposed to be


In love with papa. It wasn’t the case with me


I couldn’t take to him at all


But he took to me


What a sad fate to befall


A child of three.







I sat upright in my baby carriage


And wished mama hadn’t made such a foolish marriage.


I tried to hide it, but it showed in my eyes unfortunately


And a fortnight later papa ran away to sea.







He used to come home on leave


It was always the same


I could not grieve


But I think I was somewhat to blame.






























Bandol (Var)









Bandol (Var)


In the south of France, my dear,


Is full of the most awfully queer


Majors of the British Army, retired.







They live in boats tied up to the quay


(No income tax, no port dues here you see).







And they’re always trying to buy or to sell each other things


And they hope what they lose on the roundabouts they’ll make on the swings.







And they say


Quite in the best stage-army


traditional way:


‘England was quite a good place to live in before the War


Hawkahaw.’


They all seem to have got catarrh.







Bandol (Var)


How picturesque you are.






























Egocentric
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What care I if good God be


If he be not good to me,


If he will not hear my cry


Nor heed my melancholy midnight sigh?


What care I if he created Lamb,


And golden Lion, and mud-delighting Clam,


And Tiger stepping out on padded toe,


And the fecund earth the Blindworms know?


He made the Sun, the Moon and every Star.


He made the infant Owl and the Baboon,


He made the ruby-orbed Pelican,


He made all silent inhumanity,


Nescient and quiescent to his will,


Unquickened by the questing conscious flame


That is my glory and my bitter bane.


What care I if Skies are blue,


If God created Gnat and Gnu,


What care I if good God be


If he be not good to me?






























Alfred the Great
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Honour and magnify this man of men


Who keeps a wife and seven children on £2 10


Paid weekly in an envelope


And yet he never has abandoned hope.






























Heber









I love little Heber


His coat is so warm


And if I don’t speak to him


He’ll do me no harm


But sit by my window


And stare in the street


And pull up a hassock for the comfort of his feet.







I love little Heber


His eyes are so wide


And if I don’t speak to him


He’ll stay by my side.


But oh in this silence


I find but suspense:


I must speak have spoken have driven him hence.






























Mrs Simpkins









Mrs Simpkins never had very much to do


So it occurred to her one day that the Trinity wasn’t true


Or at least but a garbled version of the truth


And that things had moved very far since the days of her youth.
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So she became a spiritualist and at her very first party


Just to give her a feeling of confidence the spirit spoke up hearty:


‘Since I crossed over dear friends’ it said ‘I’m no different to what I was before


Death’s not a separation or alternation or parting it’s just a one-handled door 


We spirits can come back to you if your seance is orthodox


But you can’t come over to us till your body’s shut in a box


And this is the great thought I want to leave with you today


You’ve heard it before but in case you forgot death isn’t a passing away


It’s just a carrying on with friends relations and brightness


Only you don’t have to bother with sickness and there’s no financial tightness.’


Mrs Simpkins went home and told her husband he was a weak pated fellow


And when he heard the news he turned a daffodil shade of yellow


‘What do you mean, Maria?’ he cried, ‘it can’t be true there’s no rest


From one’s uncles and brothers and sisters nor even the wife of one’s breast?’


‘It’s the truth,’ Mrs Simpkins affirmed, ‘there is no separation


There’s a great reunion coming for which this life’s but a preparation.’


This worked him to such a pitch that he shot himself through the head


And now she has to polish the floors of Westminster County Hall for her daily bread.






























How far can you Press a Poet?









How far can you press a poet?


To the last limit and he’ll not show it


And one step further and he’s dead


And his death is upon your head.






























Forgive me, forgive me









Forgive me forgive me my heart is my own


And not to be given for any man’s frown


Yet would I not keep it for ever alone.







Forgive me forgive me I thought that I loved


My fancy betrayed me my heart was unmoved


My fancy too often has carelessly roved.







Forgive me forgive me for here where I stand


There is no friend beside me no lover at hand


No footstep but mine in my desert of sand.






























Progression









I fell in love with Major Spruce


And never gave a sign


The sweetest major in the force


And only 39.







                  It is Major Spruce


                  And he’s grown such a bore, such a bore,


                  I used to think I was in love with him


                  Well, I don’t think so any more.







                               It was the Major Spruce.


                               He died. Didn’t I tell you?


                               He was the last of the Spruces,


                               And about time too.
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To the Tune of the Coventry Carol









The nearly right


And yet not quite


In love is wholly evil


And every heart


That loves in part


Is mortgaged to the devil.







I loved or thought


I loved in sort


Was this to love akin


To take the best


And leave the rest


And let the devil in?







O lovers true


And others too


Whose best is only better


Take my advice


Shun compromise


Forget him and forget her.






























The Suburban Classes









There is far too much of the suburban classes


Spiritually not geographically speaking. They’re asses.


Menacing the greatness of our beloved England, they lie


Propagating their kind in an eightroomed stye.


Now I have a plan which I will enfold


(There’s this to be said for them, they do as they’re told)


Then tell them their country’s in mortal peril


They believed it before and again will not cavil


Put it in caption form firm and slick


If they see it in print it is bound to stick:


‘Your King and your Country need you Dead’


You see the idea? Well, let it spread.


Have a suitable drug under string and label


Free for every Registered Reader’s table.


For the rest of the gang who are not patriotic


I’ve another appeal they’ll discover hypnotic:


Tell them it’s smart to be dead and won’t hurt


And they’ll gobble up drug as they gobble up dirt.






























Spanish School









The painters of Spain


Dipped their brushes in pain


By grief on a gallipot


Was Spanish tint begot.







Just see how Theotocopoulos


Throws on his canvas


Colours of hell


Christ lifts his head to cry


Once more I bleed and die


Mary emaciated cries:


Are men not satiated?


Must the blood of my son


For ever run?


The sky turns to burning oil


Blood red and yellow boil


Down from on high


Will no hills fall on us


To hide that sky?


Y Luciente’s pen


Traces the life of men


Christs crucified upon a slope


They have no hope


Like Calderon who wrote in grief and scorn:


The greatest crime of man’s to have been born.


Dr Péral


In a coat of gray


Has a way


With his mouth which seems to say 


A lot


But nothing very good to hear


And as for Doña Ysabel Corbos de Porcel


Well


What a bitch


This seems to me a portrait which


Might have been left unhung


Or at anyrate slung


A little higher up.







But never mind there’s always Ribera


With his little lamb


(Number two-four-four)


To give a more


Genial atmosphere


And a little jam


For the pill –


But still.






























Night-Time in the Cemetery









The funeral paths are hung with snow,


About the graves the mourners go


To think of those who lie below.


The churchyard pales are black against the night


And snow hung here seems doubly white.


I have a horror of this place,


A horror of each moonlit mourner’s face,


These people are not familiar


But strange and stranger than strange, peculiar,


They have that look of a cheese, do you know, sour-sweet,


You can smell their feet.


Yet must I tread


About my dead,


And guess the form within the grave,


And hear the clank of jowl on jowl


Where low lies kin no love could save;


Yet stand I by my grave as they by theirs. Oh bitter Death.


That brought their love and mine unto a coffin’s breadth.
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The Songster
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Miss Pauncefort sang at the top of her voice


(Sing tirry-lirry-lirry down the lane)


And nobody knew what she sang about


(Sing tirry-lirry-lirry all the same).






























Up and Down









Up and down the streets they go


Tapping tapping to and fro


What they see I do not know







Up and down the streets they hurry


Push and rush and jerk and worry


Full of ineffectual flurry







Up and down the streets they run


From morning to the set of sun


I shall be glad when they have done







I shall be glad when there’s an end


Of all the noise that doth offend


My soul. Night, don cloak, descend.






























From the Greek









To many men strange fates are given


Beyond remission or recall


But the worst fate of all (tra la)


’s to have no fate at all (tra la).






























Alone in the Woods









Alone in the woods I felt


The bitter hostility of the sky and the trees


Nature has taught her creatures to hate


Man that fusses and fumes


Unquiet man


As the sap rises in the trees


As the sap paints the trees a violent green


So rises the wrath of Nature’s creatures


At man


So paints the face of Nature a violent green.


Nature is sick at man


Sick at his fuss and fume


Sick at his agonies


Sick at his gaudy mind


That drives his body


Ever more quickly


More and more


In the wrong direction.







[image: ]






























Intimation of Immortality
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Never for ever, for ever never, oh


Say not aeonial I must for ever go


Sib to eternity, to confraternity


Of Time’s commensurate multiples a foe.






























Infant









It was a cynical babe


Lay in its mother’s arms


Born two months too soon


After many alarms


Why is its mother sad


Weeping without a friend


Where is its father – say?


He tarries in Ostend.


It was a cynical babe. Reader before you condemn, pause,


It was a cynical babe. Not without cause.
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God and the Devil









God and the Devil


Were talking one day


Ages and ages of years ago.


God said: Suppose


Things were fashioned in this way.


Well then, so and so.


The Devil said: No,


Prove it if you can.


So God created Man


And that is how it all began.


It has continued now for many a year


And sometimes it seems more than we can bear


But why should bowels yearn and cheeks grow pale?


We’re here to point a moral and adorn a tale.






























Es war einmal
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I raised my gun


I took the sight


Against the sun


I shot a kite.







          I raised my gun


          I took the sight


          A second one


          I shot in flight.







                    I raised my gun


                    I shot a plover


                    I loaded up


                    And shot another.







                               Now round about me


                               Lay the dead


                               One more, one more,


                               Then home to bed.







Pray Heaven, said I


Send the best


That ever took


Lead to its breast.







          Upon the word


          Upon the right


          Rose up a phoenix


          Beaming bright. 







                               I raised my gun


                               I took the sight


                               My lead unbarred


                               That breast of white.







                                         Alas for awful


                                         Magic art


                                         The bullet bounced


                                         Into my heart.







The phoenix bled


My heart can not


But heavy sits


Neath leaden shot.







          Leave shooting, friend,


          Or if you must


          Shoot only what


          Is mortal dust.







                     Pray not to Heaven


                     He stock your bag


                     Or you may feel


                     Your vitals sag.







                                Pray not to Heaven


                                For heavenly bird


                                Or Heaven may take you


                                At your word.
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Dream









I came upon it in a dream


It was a sad and mournful scene


A mournfuller could not have been.







I rode my steed upon a plain


Against a bitter driving rain


So may I never ride again.







No man was there I rode alone


The icy wind cut to the bone


I came upon a funeral stone.







Deep in a yew tree grove it stood


And on its side were marks of blood


And at its foot the yellow mud.







I left the saddle, left my steed,


I went down on my hands to read


The tombstone’s closely written screed, –







But oh from left and oh from right


Rang out a voice of ghostly might:


‘Leave, lady, leave thy Leda light!’ 
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The rain fell down with a heavy stroke,


I mounted up, my heart was broke.


I turned about and I awoke.






























Numbers









A thousand and fifty-one waves


Two hundred and thirty-one seagulls


A cliff of four hundred feet


Three miles of ploughed fields


One house


Four windows look on the waves


Four windows look on the ploughed fields


One skylight looks on the sky


In that skylight’s sky is one seagull.






























From the County Lunatic Asylum
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The people say that spiritism is a joke and a swizz,


The Church that it is dangerous – not half it is.






























Barlow









I’m growing much fonder of Barlow


And I think of him a lot


And something I think I’m in love with him


And wish I was not.







For Barlow’s my sister’s fancy


The son of the Bishop of Bye


And if he should plump for the younger


That’s me, the elder would die.







Oh I see by each curve and each wrinkle


Of each delicate lid of each eye


If Barlow should plump for the younger


The elder would certainly die.






























Lament of a Slug-a-bed’s Wife









Get up thou lazy lump thou log get up


For it is very nearly time to sup


And did the Saviour die that thou should’st be


In bed for breakfast, dinner lunch and tea?






























The Bereaved Swan
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Wan


Swan


On the lake


Like a cake


Of soap


Why is the swan


Wan


On the lake?


He has abandoned hope.







                                       Wan


                                       Swan


                                       On the lake afloat


                                       Bows his head:


                                       O would that I were dead


                                       For her sake that lies


                                       Wrapped from my eyes


                                       In a mantle of death,


                                       The swan saith.
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Correspondence between Mr Harrison in Newcastle and Mr Sholto Peach Harrison in Hull









Sholto Peach Harrison you are no son of mine


And do you think I bred you up to cross the River Tyne


And do you think I bred you up (and mother says the same)


And do you think I bred you up to live a life of shame


To live a life of shame my boy as you are thinking to


Down south in Kingston-upon-Hull a traveller in glue?


Come back my bonny boy nor break your father’s heart


Come back and marry Lady Susan Smart


She has a mint in Anglo-Persian oil


And Sholto never more need think of toil.







You are an old and evil man my father


I tell you frankly Sholto had much rather


Travel in glue unrecompensed unwed


Than go to church with oily Sue and afterwards to bed.
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