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Thalassa









Run out the boat, my broken comrades;


Let the old seaweed crack, the surge


Burgeon oblivious of the last


Embarkation of feckless men,


Let every adverse force converge –


Here we must needs embark again.







Run up the sail, my heartsick comrades;


Let each horizon tilt and lurch –


You know the worst: your wills are fickle,


Your values blurred, your hearts impure


And your past life a ruined church –


But let your poison be your cure.







Put out to sea, ignoble comrades,


Whose record shall be noble yet;


Butting through scarps of moving marble


The narwhal dares us to be free;


By a high star our course is set,


Our end is Life. Put out to sea.
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Preface





The text printed here follows the latest reprint (1987) of the Collected Poems which was edited by E. R. Dodds and first published in 1966.


I have arranged the poems according to their appearance in individual volumes. The earlier poems, therefore, are not always in the sequence adopted by MacNeice in the Collected Poems of 1949 and modified by Dodds. This affects the placing of the eclogues, ‘Valediction’, ‘The Hebrides’, ‘Trilogy for X’, ‘The Casualty’ and ‘Western Landscape’.


Dodds provides dates for most of the poems and includes them in the text as well as in the contents pages. With the exception of ‘The Closing Album’, the only work dated by MacNeice in the Collected Poems of 1949, I have confined dates of composition to the contents pages.


‘Thalassa’, the last poem in the Collected Poems, I have used here as an epigraph. There is some doubt as to its date of composition, and it makes in any case as fit an epigraph as a finale. This selection ends with ‘Coda’, the last poem in The Burning Perch.


I am grateful to Oxford University Press for permission to include examples of MacNeice’s prose from Modern Poetry and the Selected Literary Criticism of Louis MacNeice.


 


M.L.   

















Introduction





Louis MacNeice revisited and revised his past throughout his career, and he believed that ‘a certain knowledge of the poet’s personal background will help us to understand him, for his language is to some extent personal’. He was born ‘in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries’ in 1907. His parents came originally from the West of Ireland. In 1909 the family moved to Carrickfergus on the County Antrim side of Belfast Lough where his father, later a bishop, had been appointed Church of Ireland (Anglican) rector. MacNeice admired his father and, although he rejected orthodoxy, kept his mind open to religious possibility: ‘a tall tree sprouted from his father’s grave.’ The illness, mental breakdown and early death of his mother disturbed MacNeice for the rest of his life:




When I was five the black dreams came;


Nothing after was quite the same.





He was educated in England at Sherborne preparatory school, Marlborough, and Merton College, Oxford: ‘Schooled from the age of ten to a foreign voice.’ His first marriage, to Mary Ezra, took place in 1930. They had one son, Daniel. During the 1930s he lectured in classics at Birmingham University and Bedford College, London: ‘As impresario of the Ancient Greeks.’ Up to a point he shared the political and aesthetic concerns of the English ‘thirties poets’, although he criticized their appetite for ideology. In 1936 he visited Iceland with W. H. Auden, and they collaborated on Letters from Iceland. He spent most of 1940 in America but returned to England by December because ‘I thought I was missing History’. (‘Brother Fire’ draws on his experiences as a fire warden in the London Blitz.) He married Hedli Anderson, the actress and singer, in the summer of 1942. Their daughter Corinna was born a year later. In 1941 he joined the BBC. Until 1961, when he turned freelance, MacNeice wrote and produced programmes for the Features Department, a creative powerhouse of the time. MacNeice’s poetic parable-play The Dark Tower is his most celebrated radio work. Besides publishing twelve collections of poems he translated Aeschylus and Goethe; wrote criticism, journalism and autobiography. Anyone who responds to MacNeice’s poetry should read The Strings are False, an autobiographical distillation up to 1941. His critical books (Modern Poetry, The Poetry of W. B. Yeats, Varieties of Parable, recently augmented by the Selected Literary Criticism of Louis MacNeice) complement the poetry in another way. His lucid and passionate criticism is central to our understanding of twentieth-century poetry. The circumstances of MacNeice’s death oddly and sadly reflect his commitment to art and to his own images. He died of pneumonia in 1963 after descending into Yorkshire pot-holes with BBC sound engineers who were recording effects for his last radio play, Persons from Porlock.


In ‘Carrick Revisited’ MacNeice exclaims: ‘Time and place – our bridgeheads into reality / But also its concealment!’ Thus, if poetry is conditioned by life, it is also a quest to interpret this conditioning. Three conjunctions of time and place particularly obsessed MacNeice’s imagination: the North of Ireland; the West of Ireland; Birmingham and London as the joint context of ‘an evil time’ for Britain and Europe. He terms the West of Ireland ‘the first of [my] dream worlds’. The North was the first of his nightmare worlds. The Strings are False tells us a lot about his childhood responses to that complex scene, its blend of the frightening and the picturesque. The extremes of Northern Irish life touched him early – the bloody banging of Lambeg drums, the squalor in which the Carrickfergus Catholics lived:




The Scotch Quarter was a line of residential houses


    But the Irish Quarter was a slum for the blind and halt.





Ulster became for MacNeice a place hard with basalt and iron, cacophonous with ‘Fog-horn, mill-horn, corncrake and church bell’, ‘the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of trams’, ‘the voodoo of the Orange bands’. Narrow religion and life-denying puritanism mark the point at which socio-political ‘darkest Ulster’ merges into the more personal aspects of MacNeice’s childhood. When he was still very young he was looked after by a woman who embodied the least desirable Northern Irish qualities. ‘Her face was sour and die-hard Puritanical … she knew all there was to be known about bringing up children; keep them conscious of sin, learn them their sums, keep all the windows shut tight.’ He was afraid of his father’s ‘conspiracy with God’:




My father made the walls resound,


He wore his collar the wrong way round.





He was terrorized by nightmares, by the shadows in the rectory (actual and psychological), by a precocious sense of sin and guilt which is still vivid in ‘The Blasphemies’. His mother’s inexplicable withdrawal was the central element of this Ulster cosmos:




In the beginning was the Irish rain … I pressed my nose against the streaming nursery window for a glimpse of the funeral procession on its way to the cemetery the other side of the hawthorn hedge. Our life was bounded by this hedge; a granite obelisk would look over it here, and there across the field of corncrakes could be seen a Norman castle, and trains would pass as if to the ends of Ireland … but, by and narrow, our damp cramped acre was our world. The human elements of this world need not be detailed: guilt, hell fire, Good Friday, the doctor’s cough, hurried lamps in the night, melancholia, mongolism, violent sectarian voices. All this sadness and conflict and attrition and frustration were set in this one acre near the smoky town within sound not only of the tolling bell, but of the smithy that seemed to defy it.





On Good Fridays he would ‘walk up and down the garden, keeping my face austere, trying not to be pleased by the daffodils’. Fantasy, make-believe and above all a relish for the sensory world were the antidotes he evolved to vanquish religion, darkness, loneliness, fears of death and petrifaction. These childhood antidotes anticipated in miniature the strategies of the adult poet. MacNeice’s many words for light, and images of light, remember his Ulster darkness: glitter, rainbow, dazzle, glint, ‘a sliver of peacock light’, ‘sunlight on the garden’, ‘timeless prism’. In particular, all the relationships of light to water shape his concept of flux. ‘The dazzle on the sea’ defies the ‘stalactites and stalagmites’ of his upbringing.


The West glimmered in family conversation and at the back of his mind. ‘The very name Connemara seemed too rich for any ordinary place. It appeared to be a country of windswept open spaces and mountains blazing with whins and seas that were never quiet … But I was not to visit Achill or Connemara until I had left school. So for many years I lived on a nostalgia for somewhere I had never been.’ Nostalgia, the ache for the voyage home, intensified when he got to know the landscape. In ‘The Strand’ he remembers walking beside the sea with his father, ‘A square black figure whom the horizon understood.’ At first this suggests someone who belongs, unlike his displaced son, in such transitory terrain:




But then as now the floor-mop of the foam


Blotted the bright reflections – and no sign


 


Remains of face or feet when visitors have gone home.





Tom Paulin has responded sensitively to the poem: ‘A strand is never quite a place, a really rooted locus, and that word “visitors” is filled with a sense of dispossession – it is the word used in the West of Ireland to describe tourists.’ This is true, but the sense of impermanence is further heightened if death is read as the watermark behind the last isolated line. Everyone everywhere is a tourist – not just Louis MacNeice. Derek Mahon has repudiated the notion that MacNeice’s residence in England puts his ‘Irishness’ in doubt: ‘“A tourist in his own country”, it has been said, with the implication that this is somehow discreditable. But of what sensitive person is the same not true? The phrase might stand, indeed, as an epitaph for Modern Man, beside Camus’s “He made love and read the newspapers”.’ In ‘Western Landscape’, MacNeice’s sense of being a holiday visitor modulates into a larger cultural and religious meditation. He terms himself ‘a bastard / Out of the West by urban civilization’: he feels ‘disfranchised / In the constituencies of quartz and bog-oak’, neither ‘Free of all roots nor yet a rooted peasant’. But, at a deeper level, this remarkable poem, or more particularly its central stretch from lines 19 to 75, demonstrates at its most intrepid MacNeice’s spiritual quest:




O relevance of cloud and rock –


If such could be our permanence!





Desperate yet joyous, ‘improvised’, the poem throws in obdurate details like wrack and screes and sheep among swooning adverbs and apostrophes, the verse itself tumbling down the page from one lucky rhyme to the next, to create a transcendental moment bodied forth by the five senses, a hymn to the ‘quintessential West’ as the poet’s last resort.


In The Poetry of W. B. Yeats MacNeice compares Yeats to Lancelot ‘who nearly saw the Grael’:




He believed in the Grael, divining its presence … he made great efforts to achieve direct vision. But it was perhaps just because he lacked this direct vision that he was able to write poetry. Would not Lancelot have been able to give a better account of the Quest than Galahad? Galahad, I feel, would have forgotten the road in the goal achieved and have lost his human feelings in that superhuman experience.





If one part of MacNeice’s imagination is metaphysical, the other insists that ‘the poet’s first business is mentioning things’. This was especially his priority in the 1930s when the social and political situation made ‘subject matter’ seem paramount: ‘Poets today are working back from luxury-writing and trying once more to become functional.’ However, MacNeice’s poetry was never put at the service of political opinions or revolutionary scenarios as was that of Stephen Spender and Cecil Day Lewis. He prefaces Modern Poetry with a considered testament:




The poet is a maker, not a retail trader. The writer today should be not so much the mouthpiece of a community (for then he will only tell it what it knows already) as its conscience, its critical faculty, its generous instinct. In a world intransigent and overspecialized, falsified by practical necessities, the poet must maintain his elasticity and refuse to tell lies to order. Others can tell lies more efficiently; no one except the poet can give us poetic truth.





MacNeice brought to bear on English society his Irish conditioning and perspectives. In ‘Eclogue from Iceland’ he speaks in the persona of Ryan:




My diehard countrymen like drayhorses


Drag their ruin behind them.


Shooting straight in the cause of crooked thinking


Their greed is sugared with pretence of public spirit.


From all which I am an exile.





Ireland inoculated MacNeice against political certainties and false optimism. He was less likely than most to succumb to ‘the pitiless abstractions’. But, as he was later to assert, ‘to shun dogma does not mean to renounce belief’. The rise of fascism and the Spanish Civil War demanded a moral stance:




Minute your gesture but it must be made –


Your hazard, your act of defiance and hymn of hate,


Hatred of hatred, assertion of human values,


Which is now your only duty.





One of MacNeice’s strategies was to report, to bear witness. He packed the contemporary world into his poetry: ‘A turning page of shine and sound, the day’s maze.’ Like most true poets he relished making catalogues, whether of place-names (‘West Meon, Tisted, Farnham, Woking, Weybridge’) or film-stars (‘Cagney, Lombard, Bing and Garbo’) or things (‘Cubical scent-bottles artificial legs arctic foxes and electric mops’). Seldom can the lyric have carried so much freight and remained airborne. In ‘Snow’, probably his most famous poem, ‘World is crazier and more of it than we think, / Incorrigibly plural’. The motto most readers would attach to MacNeice’s œuvre is, unavoidably, ‘The drunkenness of things being various’. Philip Larkin followed this line in his New Statesman obituary:




When we were young … his poetry was the poetry of our everyday life, of shop-windows, traffic policemen, ice-cream soda, lawn-mowers, and an uneasy awareness of what the newsboys were shouting. In addition he displayed a sophisticated sentimentality about falling leaves and lipsticked cigarette stubs: he could have written the words of ‘These Foolish Things’. We were grateful to him for having found a place in poetry for these properties …





Autumn Journal is the apotheosis of MacNeice’s desire to fit everything in. Written from August to December 1938 at the time of the Munich crisis, this long work intertwines public event and private concern, allowing one to illuminate the other. As the poem’s interrogating ‘spotlight’ roves from present to past and back again, there are sections about MacNeice’s life at school and university, a current love affair, Spain, Ireland, Birmingham, the world of Ancient Greece. In a letter to T. S. Eliot, MacNeice explains the division into sections which gives Autumn Journal its ‘dramatic quality, as different parts of myself (e.g. the anarchist, the defeatist, the sensual man, the philosopher, the would-be good citizen) can be given their say in turn.’ He goes on: ‘It contains reportage, metaphysics, ethics, lyrical emotion, autobiography, nightmare. There is constant interrelation of abstract and concrete. Generalizations balanced by pictures … it is both a panorama and a confession of faith.’ Somehow everything comes together poetically in MacNeice’s courageous summoning of all available human resources against anarchy and despair. Autumn Journal is the opposite of Art for Art’s Sake: yet, paradoxically, as he accepts the challenge of variety, impurity, vulgarity – all terms of praise in his critical lexicon – MacNeice’s lyricism intensifies. The author of this ‘autumnal palinode’ more than answers his own celebrated job description:




I would have a poet able-bodied, fond of talking, a reader of the newspapers, capable of pity and laughter, informed in economics, appreciative of women, involved in personal relationships, actively interested in politics, susceptible to physical impressions.





The poet as all-rounder is also manifest in MacNeice’s vocabulary and imagery. Many argots enrich the cornucopian flow of Autumn Journal – for instance, those of philosophy, politics, classical and popular culture. Slangy vitality and rhetorical resonance merge in the poem’s ‘intercrossing / Coloured waters’:




    Sun shines easy but I no longer


Docket a place in the sun –


    No wife, no ivory tower, no funk-hole.


The night grows purple, the crisis hangs


    Over the roofs like a Persian army


And all of Xenophon’s parasangs


    Would take us only an inch from danger.


Black-out practice and A.R.P.,


    Newsboys driving a roaring business,


The flapping paper snatched to see


    If anything has, or has not, happened.


And I go to the Birmingham Hippodrome


    Packed to the roof and primed for laughter


And beautifully at home


    With the ukulele and the comic chestnuts;


‘As pals we meet, as pals we part’ –


    Embonpoint and a new tiara;


The comedian spilling the apple-cart


    Of double entendres and doggerel verses.





MacNeice was as interested as the comedian in double entendres. He believed that ‘the poet is a specialist in something which everyone practises’, that spoken idiom, especially urban demotic, is an imaginative resource. His later poetry not only relishes idioms and clichés but probes their hidden codes. ‘The Slow Starter’ broods on a proverb; ‘Round the Corner’ opens out the implications of an everyday phrase; in ‘The Taxis’ the trade term ‘extra’ and the jingle ‘tra-la’ become increasingly sinister. MacNeice gets inside words. His imagery, too, combines variety of content with variety of treatment. In his brilliant essay, ‘Experiences with Images’, written in 1949 during a period of slow creative transition, he suggests:




Of the endless complexities of imagery an astonishing number are exemplified in Shakespeare. Most poets are far more narrowly conditioned; thus few can take both their reading and their physical sensations in their stride and few are equally at ease with the image that pinpoints in and with the image that ripples out. Shakespeare seems at home with all sorts – with description and incantation, with the cerebral and the sensuous, with the functional and the decorative, with the topical and the time-honoured, with the nonsense hyperbole and the algebraic cipher, with the grass that is green and the red that is rhetoric, with learned allusion and first-hand observation, with straight punch and hook, with one-word nuance and embroidered conceit.





In applauding Shakespeare’s ‘catholic receptivity’ MacNeice reveals his own ambition.


The pressure of childhood experience seems to have set up chain reactions of imagery throughout his poetry. The dark side of his mind generates images of ‘fear, anxiety, loneliness or monotony’, of mortality, stasis and the iron forces controlling human affairs: bells as ‘skulls’ mouths’; ‘Great black birds that fly alone / Slowly through a land of stone’; ‘every evil iron / Siren’; ‘visitors in masks or in black glasses’; ‘the accusing clock’; ‘the dog-dark hall’; ‘The gigantic scales in the sky’. If we compare the early poem ‘River in Spate’ with the late poem ‘Charon’, we can see, as MacNeice did in a commentary on The Burning Perch, ‘both the continuity and the difference’. ‘River in Spate’ was originally called ‘A Cataract Conceived as the March of Corpses’. MacNeice imagines the sound of gushing water as a succession of ‘cold funerals’ grotesquely speeded up:




And helter-skelter the coffins come and the drums beat and the waters flow,


And the panther horses lift their hooves and paw and shift and draw the bier,


The corpses blink in the rush of the river, and out of the water their chins they tip


And quaff the gush and lip the draught and crook their heads and crow …





The poem comes ‘helter-skelter’ too: the ever-unravelling syntax of its single sentence, the cascade of internal rhyme and assonance, the stream of consciousness in which images collide. In MacNeice’s earlier poetry the images often produce a kaleidoscopic whirl. At the same time, as he says of ‘Snow’, they are ‘bang centre stage’. During the 1940s his approach to imagery, as to poetry in general, changed. ‘After The Earth Compels I tired of tourism and after Autumn Journal I tired of journalism.’ This involved ‘a more structural use of imagery’ which proved fundamental to the ‘parable’ poems of his last two collections. ‘Charon’ is a sustained example of ‘the image that pinpoints in’. All the details of the journey converge on the image that incarnates its meaning:




And there was the ferryman just as Virgil


And Dante had seen him. He looked at us coldly


And his eyes were dead and his hands on the oar


Were black with obols and varicose veins


Marbled his calves and he said to us coldly:


If you want to die you will have to pay for it.





In a sense, the engagement of MacNeice’s poetry with public crises was a long detour, the detour his generation had to make. The continuity between ‘River in Spate’ and ‘Charon’ excludes, as it were, the discursiveness of Autumn Journal. In each case MacNeice finds a strange rhythm to fit a strange symbolic situation. ‘River in Spate’ anticipates those later poems in which his preoccupation with time and motion either speeds up or slows down their rhythmic progress: for example, ‘Variation on Heraclitus’, ‘Hold-up’, ‘Birthright’. In ‘An Alphabet of Literary Prejudices’ MacNeice writes:




Verse is a precision instrument and owes its precision very largely to the many and subtle differences which an ordinary word can acquire from its place in a rhythmical scheme.





In MacNeice’s later poetry the ‘precision instrument’ works with ever greater complexity. Here the full range of his classicist’s rhetorical know-how, all his experiments with rhyme, refrain, assonance and stanzaic shape meet in a new synthesis. The lyric poem reaches a new frontier.


This selection favours the lyrical MacNeice. He was not to succeed in re-running the magnificent marathon of Autumn Journal. I have included little from Ten Burnt Offerings and Autumn Sequel. Like W. H. Auden, ‘I do find them a bit dull.’ If, as I have suggested, MacNeice’s poetry began and continued as a reaction against darkness, then it might help to regard this dry period as an equinox when the tensions between light and darkness were too even. He was a poet of the solstice, of the uneven and unbalancing pull, at his best in his twenties and thirties and again after his fiftieth birthday. His penultimate collection, published in 1961, is entitled Solstices. It confirms creative recovery. The poems in The Burning Perch are poems of the winter solstice. The nightmares of childhood fuse with the real nightmare of growing older. But these poems are also powered by metaphysical urgency, and they incorporate a bleak view of the contemporary world. The early 1960s appear to MacNeice as ‘evil’ a time as the early 1930s: plastic, denatured, menaced by nuclear holocaust. In his commentary on The Burning Perch he observes:




Fear and resentment seem here to be serving me in the same way as Yeats in his old age claimed to be served by ‘lust and rage’, and yet I had been equally fearful and resentful of the world we live in when I was writing Solstices.





MacNeice goes on to suggest that the ‘sombreness’ of The Burning Perch does not altogether negate his happier masks:




I would venture the generalization that most of these poems are two-way affairs or at least spiral ones: even in the most evil picture the good things, like the sea in one of these poems, are still there round the corner.





There are many ‘spirals’ in his work. One way of tracing its genetic coding is to examine his love poetry. An image in ‘Meeting Point’ affirms love’s victory over time:




The bell was silent in the air


Holding its inverted poise –


Between the clang and clang a flower,


A brazen calyx of no noise …





The life-denying bell is transformed into a symbol of life. This is an image that ‘ripples out’ – forward to ‘The Introduction’ where the lovers are ‘introduced in a green grave’; backwards to MacNeice’s first masterpiece ‘Mayfly’:




But when this summer is over let us die together,


I want always to be near your breasts.





These two beautiful lines disclose the nucleus of his imagination.


MacNeice’s reputation was dulled by the dull stretches, then frozen by his premature death. And readers were slow to appreciate the astonishing breakthrough of his later poems. More broadly, to the Irish he has often seemed an exile, to the English a stranger. His Anglo-Irishness has not been properly understood on either side of the Irish Sea. In England critics still respond mainly to those bits of his work which superficially resemble Auden. As William T. McKinnon puts it, he is assigned to ‘a group of (political) poets, whose luminary was Somebody Else’. A new generation of poets from Northern Ireland has helped to change perspectives. They have picked up frequencies in his work which were inaudible in Dublin or London. Derek Mahon, who when still a schoolboy heard MacNeice as ‘a familiar voice whispering in my ear’, has learned particularly from the earlier work; Paul Muldoon from the techniques of the later. Muldoon’s anthology The Faber Book of Contemporary Irish Poetry bears witness to MacNeice as a progenitor. He gives him more space than any other poet and in the epigraph-cum-prologue allows MacNeice’s views on poetry to establish a perspective for the entire book. To speak for myself, rereading MacNeice for this selection I have again been overwhelmed and exhilarated. What other twentieth-century poet writing in English explores with such persistence and brilliance all that being alive can mean? Perhaps only Yeats. Certainly, when MacNeice honours Yeats’s ‘zest’, he betrays a kinship. We can say of Louis MacNeice’s poetry too: ‘there is nearly always a leaping vitality – the vitality of Cleopatra waiting for the asp.’


 


Michael Longley   


Belfast   


March 1988 





















Trains in the Distance









Trains came threading quietly through my dozing childhood,


Gentle murmurs nosing through a summer quietude,


Drawing in and out, in and out, their smoky ribbons,


Parting now and then, and launching full-rigged galleons


And scrolls of smoke that hung in a shifting epitaph.


Then distantly the noise declined like a descending graph,


Sliding downhill gently to the bottom of the distance


(For now all things are there that all were here once);


And so we hardly noticed when that metal murmur came.


But it brought us assurance and comfort all the same,


And in the early night they soothed us to sleep,


And the chain of the rolling wheels bound us in deep


Till all was broken by that menace from the sea,


The steel-bosomed siren calling bitterly.



























Poussin









In that Poussin the clouds are like golden tea,


And underneath the limbs flow rhythmically,


The cupids’ blue feathers beat musically,


And we dally and dip our spoon in the golden tea.


The tea flows down the steps and up again,


An old-world fountain, pouring from sculptured lips,


And the chilly marble drop like sugar slips


And is lost in the dark gold depths, and the refrain


Of tea-leaves floats about and in and out,


And the motion is still as when one walks and the moon


Walks parallel but relations remain the same.


And thus we never reach the dregs of the cup,


Though we drink it up and drink it up and drink it up,


And thus we dally and dip our spoon.






























River in Spate









The river falls and over the walls the coffins of cold funerals


Slide deep and sleep there in the close tomb of the pool,


And yellow waters lave the grave and pebbles pave its mortuary


And the river horses vault and plunge with their assault and battery,


And helter-skelter the coffins come and the drums beat and the waters flow,


And the panther horses lift their hooves and paw and shift and draw the bier,


The corpses blink in the rush of the river, and out of the water their chins they tip


And quaff the gush and lip the draught and crook their heads and crow,


Drowned and drunk with the cataract that carries them and buries them


And silts them over and covers them and lilts and chuckles over their bones;


The organ-tones that the winds raise will never pierce the water ways,


So all they will hear is the fall of hooves and the distant shake of harness,


And the beat of the bells on the horses’ heads and the undertaker’s laughter,


And the murmur that will lose its strength and blur at length to quietness,


And afterwards the minute heard descending, never ending heard,


And then the minute after and the minute after the minute after.






























Mayfly









Barometer of my moods today, mayfly,


Up and down one among a million, one


The same at best as the rest of the jigging mayflies,


One only day of May alive beneath the sun.







The yokels tilt their pewters and the foam


Flowers in the sun beside the jewelled water.


Daughter of the South, call the sunbeams home


To nest between your breasts. The kingcups


Ephemeral are gay gulps of laughter.
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