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            Preface

         

         There are two ways of doing a Collected Poems. One suits authors whose poems have previously appeared as a neat sequence of coherent slim volumes and are not to be disturbed by reordering or revising. This is the other sort.

         I’ve attempted to arrange the poems as far as possible in order of composition or at least completion; the exceptions are the various sequences, some of which have components written months or even years apart and which therefore have to be placed, a little more subjectively, where they most appropriately fit. I’ve deleted a handful of previously published poems which I no longer like, for one reason or another, and inserted a slightly larger handful of unpublished pieces which I seem to have overlooked in the past. Otherwise, my revisions have been mainly confined to corrections of misprints, sense or syntax; I’ve also amended a faulty rhyme scheme in one case and, in another, a miscounted syllabic line. A Collected Poems is not quite the same thing as a Complete Poems: a box file with the latter label contains a vast amount of other material, mostly juvenilia, for my hapless literary executor to discover one day.

         Michael Schmidt at Carcanet has been my poetry publisher since I appeared in his anthology Ten English Poets in 1976; my first collection, At the Edge, followed in 1977. I don’t quite know how we’ve put up with each other for all these years nor what I – and an astonishing range of other contemporary poets – would have done without him.

         N.P.
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               A Black Cat in July

            

            
               
                  Tuesday morning. The ground is bright wet,

                  the sky fixed, static, the cloud not yet

                  broken. After breakfast I walked too

                  far, for I had forgotten that you

                  might be here, and I am overtired:

                  thoughts desert me when they are required.

               

               
                  Not that I believe in witchcraft or

                  whatever else black cats are used for;

                  naturally, I laugh at the idea,

                  yet somehow, unnaturally, fear

                  the outcome of my ignoring you,

                  lurking among the leaves, brushed with dew.

               

               
                  Premonitions read in black-green eyes

                  I nervously dismiss as the lies

                  of imagination. But what glows

                  there, what strange unknown prophecy grows

                  in this darkness? Some quiet strength steers

                  our fate, through too many hollow tears,

               

               
                  finding paths among the falling years.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Wickham Market

            

            
               
                  The smell and feel of leather fill the bar.

                  The farmers fake oblivion, or else stare

                  Resentment, looks more weatherbeaten than

                  The invader’s crumpled armour. There the rain

                  Has streaked a relic of some recent battle,

                  Evidence that elements are more brittle

                  Than his shell. And yet he stands rain-scarred,

                  His hair is limp, and his rough cheeks are teared

                  From the storm still raging in his eyes:

                  Possessing and possessed, they half-despise

                  Their ambiguity, for they gleam that

                  Quick self-knowledge which will never let

                  Him be touched, though it will bid all try,

                  Reflecting all, a mirror to each lie –

                  The tragic clown. He turns towards his friend,

                  Buys him a drink, and laughs, sensing the end

                  Of the last storm is also the beginning

                  Of the next, that loss is in his winning.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Solstice

            

            
               
                  The sun is pausing. Now reflected

               

               
                  in this pond are winter’s images,

                  a barren tree and one or two dead

                  leaves adrift in time’s dark passages.

               

               
                  The branches gather round us. Pausing,

                  we look for moorhens and see, crusted

                  on the banks, a dead year, a rippling

               

               
                  premonition of frost. Clinging, we

                  try to find warmth, but we too have paused

                  at this season’s apex. Just now the

               

               
                  sound of spring seemed present in the dregs

                  of the year; I know now that I heard

                  merely the snapping of winter twigs.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Five Leaves Left

            

            
               1

               
                                 It is winter.

               

               
                                 On a beech tree

                                 by my window

                                 I see five leaves hanging.

               

               
                                 Listen to them falling.

               

               2

               
                                 The bird morning

                                 loud then terrible

                                 grew. And I knew

               

               
                                 the trees had changed.

               

               
                                 It was the bird

                                 morning I wrote

                                 some white word

                                 on a wall, knowing

                                 almost all. The word

               

               
                                 has no meaning.

               

               
                                 In that momentary pride,

                                 the heart of summer died. 

               

               3

               
                                 No, I am no tree. If

                                 I were, I would have

                                 fallen. My roots are

                                 hacked about, and where

                                 they still remain secure,

                                 people stand: stay there.

               

               4

               
                                 There was always snow.

               

               
                                 Always, slow dropping

                                 in the receding night,

                                 and you awoke. The world gleaming,

                                 older now.

               

               
                                 And colder as time

                                 fell thickly on the flame.

               

               
                                 Only evening skies were red.

               

               5

               
                                 The silent sky

                                 shone sullen through

                                 a stained-glass window.

               

               
                                 Light, colour, the

                                 purple and bronze,

                                 words cloaked deep

                                 in gold, vague shapes

                                 yet precise feelings. 

                                 These colours breathe

                                 a benediction.

               

               6

               
                                 And one deeper mystery.

               

               
                                 The cold damp evening,

                                 the mist lingering

                                 among the hills. No

                                 colour, only the slow

                                 now faster heartbeat.

                                 Only now you forget

                                 beat, know only that

                                 you know.

               

               7

               
                                 The leaves fall faster

                                 than you think. The tree

                                 is bare. And so, later

               

               
                                 than I had thought, am I.

               

               
                                 And it is winter.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               For My Ancestors

            

            
               
                  All summer long, I listened:

                  hearing the river ripple

                  in the shallows of my brain,

               

               
                  before winter, and the floods,

                  and the giant boughs floating

                  downstream in the wake of rain.

               

               
                  Then I walked beneath night skies,

                  hearing no birds, among the

                  tombstones, the spire’s black outline

               

               
                  above me, and thought of those

                  buried there, and almost for

                  a moment wished to see a sign

               

               
                  of my own past engraved on

                  some decrepit, crumbling stone.

                  I wondered what sort of men

               

               
                  my ancestors might have been:

                  if they fought for their country,

                  or for themselves, or if (when

               

               
                  they heard horses’ hooves, gunfire

                  or shouts) they hid among trees

                  and tried to make some pattern

               

               
                  from the leaves. If they did, then

                  I have inherited their

                  fear, solitude, and even

               

               
                  a little of their talent;

                  for I too must always hear

                  twigs snapping, the river run,

               

               
                  and the sound of evening birds.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               At Berkswell

               
          for John & Hilary Sutton
        

            

            
               
                  Awaiting us, it hides, a place apart.

               

               
                  The village shops, the school, the almshouses

                  Surround it like a cold grey congregation

                  Who once knew how to pray, and watch in case

                  The place’s vital essence should escape.

                  Proximity invites us to survey

                  The church’s quiet order and decay.

               

               
                  A timbered Tudor porch stands to our right,

                  Incongruously welded to the flat

                  Substantial Norman wall: no one in sight

                  Except a sexton and a resident cat.

                  Inside, we look around, begin to know

                  How little changes where few people go.

               

               
                  Tradition too secure for sentiment

                  Is here encased in timber, stone and glass,

                  To demonstrate that our predicament

                  Is unimportant. Years and tourists pass.

                  It waits behind here, watching us depart.

                  Forgetting us, it hides, a place apart.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Identities

            

            
               
                  He thinks he knows a little about love.

                  A river-bank, the branches crowding round,

                  Imprisoning the sun, the yellow leaves

                  Embracing, wilting slightly in the heat;

                  Those stream-smooth pebbles, lying just too deep

                  To reach. The sound of water in the hills,

                  A vacant summer evening closing in,

                  The darkening grass, the branches vanishing.

                  Watching his mirror-image watching him

                  Behind the bar, he almost loves himself.

               

               
                  Almost. And yet his mind is following

                  A cloud across a birdless winter sky,

                  Or prints set hard in snow, or passages

                  Through leafless woods. The geometric trees

                  Do not embrace: they touch, scratch and unfold

                  The wounds of winter, the futility

                  Of making contact. Best to stand and drink

                  Secure in some bright apathetic world;

                  To wait, and hope someone will penetrate

                  His abstract code, but still not understand.

               

               
                  It is an old accepted paradox,

                  Escape’s vague border with reality.

                  He needs a bar, an image and a pose

                  To which the moss of solitude will cling.

                  He turns and says, ‘The counterpoint of Bach

                  Is like that of the Modern Jazz Quartet

                  But not so brittle.’ Living in an age

                  Of jagged noises and too brittle sounds,

                  We choose either the wilted summer leaf

                  Or else the branches’ patterned skeleton.

               

               
                  He thinks of blind men, tries to share the lack

                  Of image crushed upon the retina:

                  They have their perfect vision, not the sight

                  Of years or days or placid winter skies;

                  Yet he retains the fading vestiges,

                  The summers and the fallings out of love.

                  He chooses winter, treading where the fox

                  Has trod, where rabbits ran some other day,

                  And where the tracks are frozen hard. He thinks

                  He knows too little and too much of love.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Previous Convictions

            

            
               1

               
                  Whether it snowed much that winter is unimportant:

                           it was a beginning and as such, chiefly,

                  I shall remember it. The bar we sat in was brown-

                           painted: a gas fire spluttered irritably

                  in one corner, the landlord in another; Christmas

                           loomed, a conventional iceberg, easily

                  navigated. Season of booze and Bach: each evening

                           we listened to cheap records, drew from the sound

                  of a flautist’s drastic breathing and the impatient

                           scrape of furious ’cellos a deeper strand

                  of pleasure than from more perfect art.

                                                                              Or that at least

                           was how it seemed, or seems now: the imperfections

                  necessary evidence of a humanity

                           certain to disappear at any moment,

                  lost in the immaculate circle at the centre

                           of the record. The intransigence of sound,

                  which at its most intimate keeps its distance, held us

                           close and apart. We cannot talk of music, 

                  we can only listen: the academic, given

                           to confusing criticism with the art

                  it preys on, finds in it pleasure and perplexity;

                           for print does not contain it, nor notation

                  yield the essence of its mystery.

                                                                  And, driving back

                           from some lonely pub, deep among the frosty

                  hopfields, we bounced from side to side of a steep-banked lane,

                           while the Irishman on the back seat hardly

                  stopped talking, and claimed afterwards not to have noticed.

                           There, buried in the night and in the country,

                  we devised ideas of life and friendship, to ripen

                           through summer and be crushed like fallen berries

                  in the autumn. Their stains remain, more permanent than those

                           of ordinary fruit.

                                                      Like grey prophecies,

                  multiplying smoke strata hung in that vaulted room,

                           long after music had ended and bottles

                  were empty. The sound of the rain increases slowly,

                           and the smoke begins to settle into dust.

               

               2

               
                                And winter’s light, the sharp

                                separating of the branches,

                                filled with certain uncertainties,

                                comes again,

                                                     solves no problems:

               

               
                                suicide or emigration

                                are paltry gestures, mean replies

                                to some ungenerous invitation. 

               

               3 (‘The ethics of return …’)


               
                  South again. The loyalties of home

                  Make, quietly, their comfortable claims.

                  Half-wilfully mistaken, they presume

                  To know what happened elsewhere, or in dreams;

               

               
                  Or in confusion wilfully confuse

                  The alienated voice with the obscure.

                  I use the vocabulary I use,

                  But seldom ask that anyone should hear.

               

               4

               
                  For, yes, you have heard it all before:

                  An old familiar tune you too once sang

                  In another key has now become a chant

                  Whispered in half-light, under falling night.

               

               
                  Antique bronze leaves are not surprising now,

                  But evidence of what we dread to see:

                  An earthquake in the floorboards springs within;

                  Beneath lead skies, an outer fire dies.

               

               
                  The old nostalgia! Thus again today

                  I looked through pine trees at a dying sun

                  And saw, at this late season, how we grow

                  Not up, but downwards, into deepening snow.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               The Window

            

            
               
                  Emptiest moment of night:

                  As the streetlamp outside

                  Clicks off and invisible rain

                  Drums out a dull platitude,

                  An endless monotonous tune,

                  And no voice whispers write.

               

               
                  Books on the shelves proclaim

                  Their own existences:

                  Having nothing to do with me,

                  They keep their distances,

                  Compelling me to see

                  For this I’m alone to blame.

               

               
                  Believing is the act

                  We try to play by day

                  To mock the midnight void.

                  But charged by memory,

                  Whom we ourselves employed,

                  And who will not retract

               

               
                  In the court of self-esteem,

                  We have no advocate,

                  And find the sentence tough:

                  We are not ourselves, and yet

                  There is no one we like enough

                  To wish to be like them.

               

               
                  It is no more than the mime

                  Of a greedy, hungry age:

                  We act it or else fail

                  In either greed or courage,

                  Admitting there is no rule,

                  No energy, no time.

               

               
                  Yet the cycle has begun:

                  Veering from despair,

                  From pedantry, avarice,

                  Or Arnold’s damp night air,

                  And full of helpful advice,

                  I wish I had a son.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               After Marriage

            

            
               
                  A girl when you married; now,

                  at twenty, a woman and

                  fallen out of love. Of course,

                  a Spanish gypsy warned you

                  and (you knew) was right. Because

                  you have known most answers most

                  questions are superfluous.

               

               
                  Most, not all. This long winter

                  has frozen your mask too hard;

                  thawing, it silently cracks,

                  and the anecdotes admit

                  a desperate nostalgia:

                  life’s problems undefeated

                  but, defeated, life itself.

               

               
                  Or mastered perhaps: precise

                  distinction between coolness

                  and cynicism defeats

                  us, confusion our habit

                  and cloister. We seek at best

                  some finer limitation:

                  an act and the strength of trust.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               ‘Autumn is the curse of English poetry’

            

            
               
                  I watch the wet leaves gather in the gutter

                  And, on my desk, a sympathetic clutter.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  At dusk, the strident solitary bird:

                  All poets know this, but how few have heard.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  To read Hardy in the autumn sets a context

                  (Waking from one dream, we enact the next).

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  How well the mellow elegiac tone

                  Suits summer’s fleshy corpse, which has no bone.

               

               
                  *

               

               
                  The word makes up for what the weather lacks,

                  And language obeys the seasons’ syntax.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               The Cricketers

            

            
               
                  From the woodland’s edge I watched the cricketers,

                  Their casual dedication and their clear

                  Instinct of movement’s boundaries. It was

                  The time of evening when the gnats appear.

               

               
                  Not far away, the bracken shrieked and moved:

                  The boy was asking if she really cared

                  When she got up to go; he watched, unloved.

                  Neither was beautiful nor, it seemed, prepared.

               

               
                  They left the wood. Then, hearing from behind

                  That curiously unresonant applause,

                  I turned towards the cricket-pitch to find

                  The cricketers had disappeared indoors.

               

               
                  It was no more than proof of finitude,

                  An artifice enclosed by space and time:

                  For game as well as poem must exclude

                  All but the chosen number, stress, or rhyme.

               

               
                  We seek these limits, ordered and controlled,

                  Unlike the gracelessness of doubtful lovers:

                  A world confined within the poem’s mould

                  Or circumscribed by boundaries and overs;

               

               
                  Though, thinking this, I find myself clean bowled.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Wood Farm

            

            
               
                  Clutching this twisted rusty

                  key, like some furtive gaoler,

                  I find the back door. Slowly,

                  the lock unsticks. I enter,

                  glancing quickly round although

                  only nettles live here now.

               

               
                  This place lacks the old-house smell

                  of rotting timber, other

                  autumns’ leaves, and the quick fall

                  of crumbling plaster. I stare

                  across the ochre air, drawn

                  to interminable brown.

               

               
                  The beams creak; the rain gently

                  taps on a cracked window-pane;

                  and outside the falling grey

                  East Anglian afternoon

                  turns silently to evening

                  as I wait here wondering

               

               
                  about our pasts and futures.

                  Farmers prospered here: their food

                  graced this oven; their pastures,

                  lands made heavy with their blood,

                  are barren now; the soil grows

                  mere scrub, dead with its owners.

               

               
                  And dead for the future too.

                  Rest in peace. Let the poppies

                  colour this place and the dew

                  shine on the shattered windows,

                  reflecting through slow decay

                  a natural dignity.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               A Modern Jazz Quartet

            

            
               
          Duke Ellington
        

               
                  Modern? Of course: Ulysses

                  and The Waste Land were written

                  long before Mood Indigo.

               

               
                  Though at ease with a keyboard,

                  pen rather than piano

                  is your chosen instrument,

               

               
                  the writer’s craft replacing

                  performer’s pyrotechnics

                  in the study’s sanctuary:

               

               
                  a poet, substituting

                  orchestra for typewriter.

                  I wish I knew the language.

               

               
          Charlie Parker
        

               
                  Time has distilled these moments,

                  has sanctified place and date:

                  Los Angeles, ’48,

               

               
                  the point at which suffering

                  and expertise intersect

                  in a blues called Parker’s Mood.

               

               
                  A secret, mysterious

                  music of purity and

                  uncanny classicism:

               

               
                  it is clearer now because

                  unrivalled and unsurpassed,

                  distilled through a sense of time. 

               

               
          Thelonious Monk
        

               
                  During a tenor solo

                  at the Royal Festival Hall

                  you stood up and blew your nose.

               

               
                  The gesture was typical,

                  the solo was very dull,

                  and most of us got the point.

               

               
                  So, typically, you find

                  a perfect absurdity

                  in the cracks between the keys;

               

               
                  for reverence is no use

                  to a music which rejects

                  the gloss of solemnity.

               

               
          John Coltrane
        

               
                  You managed the paradox:

                  out of certainty you brought

                  the music of confusion.

               

               
                  Through commitment you had seen

                  that tone does not carry truth:

                  one must travel in-between.

               

               
                  There is no perfection here

                  for each new cluster of notes

                  diminishes certainty.

               

               
                  One would not have guessed your creed

                  could be so painfully wrought

                  into such complexity.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               The Ruined Garden

            

            
               
                  These are the foundations. Roots of walls

                  Map out the careful pattern of a home.

                  The great house seems so curiously small.

               

               
                  The south view is magnificent: the downs

                  Merge gently into mist, if you could see.

                  Now giant rhododendrons block the light

                  And blossom at the unresponsive sky.

               

               
                  Round the great lawn, ornamental trees

                  Have overreached themselves. A colony

                  Of rooks invades the intermingled boughs,

                  Applauds a ruined aristocracy.

               

               
                  Wealth and Empire, bland extravagance,

                  The wasteful whims and pleasures of the rich:

                  These are the foundations.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               A Midsummer Letter to Peter Thornton

            

            
               
                  The evening has turned thundery. The lamp

                  Is switched on several hours before dusk:

                  The artificial light upon the page

                  Induces strident artificial words.

                  This summer is already overtired:

                  The air sweats; even early morning leaves

                  Are dusty, dry and derelict. It seems

                  Some transcendental fan has been turned off

                  And we are caught between its slowing blades,

                  Revolving on a dying impetus,

                  Unmotivated, almost without life. 

                  Briefly, my location. If you drive

                  North out of Oxford on the Stratford road

                  And past the barren airport, gradually

                  The scenery gets better. Through Woodstock

                  (Which is at least discreetly tarted up)

                  The road begins to rise, the landscape starts

                  To look like landscape, not just bits of stone

                  And ragged vegetation. Woodlands thicken,

                  Fenced in by those aggressive notices

                  Which don’t just say Keep Out but which imply

                  That lucky trespassers will be arrested,

                  Unlucky ones more likely shot or lynched.

                  Then to Enstone, seedy half-spoilt village,

                  The gloomiest hotel in Oxfordshire,

                  And after that the road goes up again

                  Onto the Cotswolds’ bleak solidity.

                  At last some promise: crumbling dry stone walls,

                  A ruined barn or two, a sense of space,

                  Proximity to earth and to the sky.

                  Four miles on, a turning to the left

                  Leads to this gaunt unfriendly market town.

                  The square is good, severe and functional

                  And mostly Cotswold stone; the splendid church

                  Stands half-concealed, apart, surrounded by

                  A labyrinth of alleyways and lanes.

                  The charm ends there. The rambling ornate store

                  Which graced a corner of the market place

                  Is now a heap of timber, stone and dust;

                  The Unicorn next door is falling down,

                  Its windows glassless, crippled beams exposed;

                  Across the road an elegant façade

                  Becomes another neon supermarket

                  (As a concession to our heritage,

                  The upper storeys will remain intact,

                  Or seem so from the road, they say. So much

                  For culture, conservation and our taste.) 

               

               
                  It’s not the change alone that worries me,

                  It’s the exchange. The demolition’s fine,

                  So long as something’s going in its place:

                  But nothing is. That supermarket too:

                  Are we so very short of confidence

                  That gracious outward trappings must become

                  A specious and redundant artifice

                  Made ludicrous by what goes on below?

               

               
                  The climate’s changed. It isn’t merely thunder

                  But the insistent climate of the mind:

                  The ways that deaths affect us as perhaps

                  A symptom or a barometric truth.

                  Forster died last month, then Allen Lane –

                  Liberal writer, liberal publisher –

                  They go together, and now both are gone.

                  They were the climate which gave confidence

                  That civilisation wasn’t just a ghost,

                  A musty phantom in some library.

                  Or myth invented by the BBC

                  And advertised in Sunday supplements.

                  They were the climate into which we grew.

               

               
                  Now Democratic Man has slipped again:

                  That amiable and aimless animal

                  Who thinks Brand X is best and who mistakes

                  His dreams of cash for grander dreams of change.

                  Politics, his favourite rocking-chair,

                  Rocks back again: five years of juggling

                  With business sense and cold efficiency

                  Will follow on five years of human error.

                  We will of course be ‘better off’: that is,

                  The figures will declare our affluence,

                  The Stock Exchange will be more ‘confident’,

                  Our ethics will be cosily forgotten.

                  No doubt South Africa will buy our arms,

                  Trade will pick up, the flow of cash increase, 

                  And the worst instincts of Competitive Man

                  Will flower and then bear their brazen fruit.

                  To them it looks like progress, to me death.

               

               
                  I almost envy you outside it all

                  In philistine Australia. At least

                  You know the score and, knowing it, escape

                  The vicious whirlpool which must draw us in

                  And down upon ourselves. Stability,

                  The goal pursued by every right-wing state,

                  Is necessarily The Australian Dream:

                  That hard stability – which is to say

                  A total lack of movement – is the thing

                  I fear most. So I almost envy you,

                  But finally prefer the English flux,

                  And hope that flux will reassert itself

                  Before we turn to monuments of ice.

               

               
                  Inertia’s in the climate. It comes on

                  Insidiously as sleep in afternoon:

                  That waking sleep through which we speculate

                  On schemes and patterns, ludicrous ideas

                  Or trivial pleasures never realised –

                  A potent and an anaesthetic power,

                  Leaving sour contentment, a bad head,

                  And craving for a drink at opening time.

                  How to resist it, how to organise

                  Our thoughts into our actions, that’s the problem:

                  How to discern a structure which supplies

                  The necessary strength as well as form.

                  A style is not enough. The stoic stance,

                  For all its good intentions and its charm,

                  Can only reinforce the circumstance:

                  Inertia is the end of all endurance.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Distons Lane

               
          for Ian Smith
        

            

            
               
                  I’m still a stranger here. As I approach,

                  A woman crosses to the other side,

                  Suspicious and afraid that I encroach

                  On her town’s secret privacy or pride.

                  I understand I am not understood.

               

               
                  I do encroach. I see what’s beautiful

                  In these stark cottages of yellow stone:

                  The bleakness and the silence of it all.

                  She sees a grimy terrace, cold, run-down:

                  A dead-end street, the dead end of the town.

               

               
                  She’s known this town too long to be amazed

                  By filtered sunlight seeping to her yard:

                  Stone-coloured light, diffusing as she gazed

                  Into the bronze, stone-mellow and stone-hard.

                  I understand I am not understood.

               

               
                  She’s seen some changes. Her young husband fought

                  In the Great War, if not the other one

                  Before it. Now she guards her past in thought:

                  The cobbles covered, all the gaslamps gone,

                  A dead-end street, the dead end of the town.

               

               
                  She passes me and glances back in fear,

                  A shrinking face within an old grey hood.

                  I smile and know I’m still a stranger here.

                  ‘It is not, nor it cannot come to good?’

                  I understand I am not understood.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            
               Period Three

            

            
               
                  I stop before the door, compose myself,

                  Then enter slowly. Certain faces turn

                  To contemplate my manner or my tie;

                  A few glance quickly, anxious now to learn

                  What Wordsworth really meant, and instantly.

                  I look around for signs of coming storms,

                  And swiftly launch into the holy life

                  Of music and of verse and UCCA forms.

               

               
                  The wind is rising: halfway through Book One,

                  The man’s done nothing but apologise

                  For not quite being Milton; even worse,

                  His idle boasts and foolish prophecies

                  Are fossilised in blank and turgid verse.

                  I answer; and the correspondent breeze

                  Picks up my notes and elsewhere sets them down.

                  I stare into the unwordsworthian trees,

               

               
                  And know, however dimly, I am right

                  To proffer in this heavy autumn room

                  The relevance of all those thinking things

                  To all these thinking people. Through the gloom

                  Of apathy, a voice speaks, a bell rings;

                  Outside the open window, others shout.

                  The half-extinguished visionary light

                  Abruptly and annoyingly goes out.

               

               
                  So, irritated rather than perplexed,

                  I gather up my notes; now from behind,

                  A thoughtful voice asks, Could I have a word?

                  I tell him, Yes, of course: what’s on your mind?

                  And as he speaks I realise he’s heard

                  It all. He’s not the brightest of the class,

                  But he has seen a poem not a text,

                  And understood, although he may not pass.

               

               
                  I wander down the corridor, my pace

                  Too evidently lacking urgency;

                  A colleague says good morning and I stare

                  Past him into the dark immobile sky –

                  That loony poet bloke. I need some air,

                  But steel myself to teach another bunch.

                  I stop before the door, prepare to face

                  Another forty minutes before lunch.

               

            

         





OEBPS/logos_online.png
(CARCANET





OEBPS/9781784102333_cover_epub.jpg
Collected Poems






