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Introduction





The last anthology I edited was in 1956, when I was fourteen. My sister had gained prestige by making one for my father the previous Christmas and I was eager to reap the same favour. ‘Anthology’ – the technical-sounding word, like some weird branch of science, would bestow authority on what was really just a notebook with poems copied into it.


I got the book back, like a piece of homework, when my father died. Opening it again, I marvelled at the handwriting and taste in poetry striving so hard to mimic his own – Shakespeare and Milton standing equal in my eyes with Henley, Flecker, Chesterton, Brooke, Masefield, Omar Khayyam, Carla Lanyon Lanyon and Margaret Willy. The effort of neatness, over a hundred pages, was painful to behold, but I looked with envy and nostalgia at the excited ‘Turn quickly’ I wrote at the bottom of a page on which I was copying out Laurie Lee’s ‘Town Owl’. I would be happy if anyone felt inclined to turn the page quickly while reading any of the poems here.


My problem, as I remember it, was not quality of poetry so much as quantity. I soon used up all the poems I knew and had to resort to copying in my own pastiche versions, mostly of Edward Fitzgerald and Arthur Waley, to fill up the blank pages (which is how I first got interested in the subject). The anthology is intriguing to me now as a snapshot of my untutored search for modern poetry – even if it does give pride of place to John Wain and Laurie Lee (perhaps they are due for re-assessment). My copying out finally breasted the tape with Vernon Scannell’s ‘The Unsuccessful Poet’ (no irony intended) and my father was duly touched by my slightly illegible Christmas present.


I got it out again recently to see if I could learn anything from my youthful effort. As before, my problem was not quality so much as quantity: this time how to thin down the multitudes. Gradually, I learnt the anthologist’s art of gathering in with one hand while chucking out with the other. As I started the unfamiliar task of reading through the great collected works, I saw that the person poem, the character sketch, had always been with us, from Chaucer and Skelton through Goldsmith and Wordsworth to Frost, Auden and MacNeice, with an increase in quantity in the modern period. My initial list contained twelve poets with more than one poem to their name: Auden, Durrell, Hughes, Gunn, MacNeice, Catullus, Beer, Ransom, Pope, Causley, Cavafy, Hofmann and Eliot.


I started out with a poem I later realized I had copied into my old notebook anthology: ‘Character of George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham’ by John Dryden, which, along with the poems in Robert Lowell’s Life Studies, I came to think of as a touchstone of excellence in the genre. It also happened to be the only poem on my list I had had to learn by heart. I remember a Mr Somebody telling us what ‘epitome’ meant and he must have been good, because I got it first time:






A man so various, that he seemed to be


Not one, but all mankind’s epitome.


Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong;


Was everything by starts, and nothing long:


But, in the course of one revolving moon,


Was chemist, fiddler, statesman and buffoon;








Everyone likes the poem because they recognize someone they know, or, more likely, themselves. In my own case, it was my father who played the part of George Villiers:






Railing and praising were his usual themes;


And both (to show his judgement) in extremes:


So over violent, or over civil,


That every man, with him, was God or Devil.








One phrase in particular – ‘Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong’ – clung to my perception of my father. It wasn’t until long after I had unconsciously plagiarized the line for a poem about him – ‘imperious, categorical, always in the wrong / and rightly so’ – that I realized where it had come from.


A verse portrait differs from other poems in that the performance is a sort of collaboration; the subject may not be sitting there, he is nevertheless exerting an influence on the work. This means that a poem like Robert Mezey’s ‘My Mother’, though satirical, cannot help but express affection, whereas the reverse may be true of Lowell’s seemingly admiring sketch of the reptilian rich man Alfred Corning Clark.


If Dryden’s Buckingham was the original inspiration for my gallery of characters, later enthusiasms for Thorn Gunn and Robert Lowell had a more far-reaching influence. Gunn’s ‘Elvis Presley’ (which gave us ‘revolt into style’) isn’t his greatest poem, but it does have a talismanic quality as the poem which first brought it home to me that poetry was still being written in the modern age. Robert Lowell’s Life Studies was a book that changed the way we look at the past and led the way into the age of biography. With his example in mind, I found it possible to look through the back catalogue and pull out many ‘life studies’ that might not otherwise have seemed so obvious.


Anthology-making is paper intensive: instead of reading things, you photocopy vast numbers of poems and put them in efficient-seeming folders. Tension builds with impossible choices: Betjeman versus Cavafy, Coward versus Sitwell. Do you go for the great performances, Ulysses, Felix Randal, Ozymandias, or the interesting revivals, Edgar Lee Masters’s ‘Butch Weldy’, William Plomer’s ‘Mews Flat Mona’, which reflect better on your research?


Running order is the anthologist’s holy grail. This is where he gets to display his brilliance with suggestive or ironical juxtapositions. My idea was to create a great daisy chain of poems, with every one casting an eye both forward and back; a virtually impossible task. I soon discovered that you cannot do this in your head, or even on paper. You need a large room, with, ideally, a great many chairs in it to put the poems on. You then stand in the middle with wildly staring eyes and attempt to conduct the storm. After many hours and many strong cups of coffee, it came to me in a flash that it didn’t matter what order they were in because everything is connected to everything else anyway. 




















CURTAIN CALL





























W. H. AUDEN


Who’s Who









A shilling life will give you all the facts:


How Father beat him, how he ran away,


What were the struggles of his youth, what acts


Made him the greatest figure of his day:


Of how he fought, fished, hunted, worked all night,


Though giddy, climbed new mountains; named a sea:


Some of the last researchers even write


Love made him weep his pints like you and me.







With all his honours on, he sighed for one


Who, say astonished critics, lived at home;


Did little jobs about the house with skill


And nothing else; could whistle; would sit still


Or potter round the garden; answered some


Of his long marvellous letters but kept none.






























LAWRENCE DURRELL


Mythology









All my favourite characters have been


Out of all pattern and proportion:


Some living in villas by railways,


Some like Katsimbalis heard but seldom seen,


And others in banks whose sunless hands


Moved like great rats on ledgers. 







Tibble, Gondril, Purvis, the Duke of Puke,


Shatterblossom and Dude Bowdler


Who swelled up in Jaffa and became a tree:


Hollis who had wives killed under him like horses


And that man of destiny,


Ramon de Something who gave lectures


From an elephant founded a society


To protect the inanimate against cruelty.


He gave asylum to aged chairs in his home,


Lampposts and crockery, everything that


Seemed to him suffering he took in


Without mockery. 







The poetry was in the pity. No judgment


Disturbs people like these in their frames


O men of the Marmion class, sons of the free. 






























ROBERT MEZEY


My Mother









My mother writes from Trenton,


a comedian to the bone


but underneath, serious


and all heart. ‘Honey‚’ she says,


‘be a mensch and Mary too,


its no good to worry, you


are doing the best you can


your Dad and everyone


thinks you turned out very well


as long as you pay your bills


nobody can say a word


you can tell them to drop dead


so save a dollar it can’t


hurt – remember Frank you went


to highschool with? he still lives


with his wife’s mother, his wife


works while he writes his books and


did he ever sell a one


the four kids run around naked


36 and he’s never had,


you’ll forgive my expression


even a pot to piss in


or a window to throw it,


such a smart boy he couldnt


read the footprints on the wall


honey you think you know all


the answers you dont, please try


to put some money away


believe me it wouldn’t hurt


artist shmartist life’s too short


for that kind of, forgive me,


horseshit, I know what you want


better than you, all that counts


is to make a good living


and the best of everything,


as Sholem Aleichem said


he was a great writer did


you ever read his books dear,


you should make what he makes a year


anyway he says some place


Poverty is no disgrace


but its no honor either


that’s what I say,


                         love,


                                Mother’ 






























IAN HAMILTON


Complaint









I’ve done what I could. My boys run wild now.


They seek their chances while their mother rots here.


And up the road, the man,


My one man, who touched me everywhere,


Falls to bits under the ground. 







I am dumpy, obtuse, old and out of it.


At night, I can feel my hands prowl over me,


Lightly probing at my breasts, my knees,


The folds of my belly,


Now and then pressing and sometimes,


In their hunger, tearing me.


I live alone. 







My boys run, leaving their mother as they would a stone


That rolls on in the playground after the bell has gone.


I gather dust and I could almost love the grave.


To have small beasts room in me would be something.


But here, at eight again, I watch the blossoms break


Beyond this gravel yard.


I know how to behave. 






























HAROLD PINTER


Message









Jill. Fred phoned. He can’t make tonight.


He said he’d call again, as soon as poss.


I said (on your behalf) OK, no sweat.


He said to tell you he was fine,


Only the crap, he said, you know, it sticks,


The crap you have to fight.


You’re sometimes nothing but a walking shithouse. 







I was well acquainted with the pong myself,


I told him, and I counselled calm.


Don’t let the fuckers get you down,


Take the lid off the kettle a couple of minutes,


Go on the town, burn someone to death,


Find another tart, give her some hammer,


Live while you’re young, until it palls,


Kick the first blind man you meet in the balls. 







Anyway he’ll call again.







I’ll be back in time for tea.







Your loving mother. 






























PATRICIA BEER


One Man One Vote









My railwayman father voted


Only once in his entire life.


Politics was for the children


Of this present world and not for


Those who were marching to Zion. 







He would not even vote Tory


Though he knew they had the breeding


And wealth that could help you, and though


The local candidate’s daughter


Had by chance the same name as me. 







Yet at sixty-three he went out


One evening, furtive after dark


But swashbuckling, down to the polls


To vote for a man who once worked


On the railways: a guard, Father thought. 






























JAMES WRIGHT


Mary Bly









I sit here, doing nothing, alone, worn out by long winter.


I feel the light breath of the newborn child.


Her face is smooth as the side of an apricot,


Eyes quick as her blond mother’s hands.


She has full, soft, red hair, and as she lies quiet


In her tall mother’s arms, her delicate hands


Weave back and forth.


I feel the seasons changing beneath me,


Under the floor.


She is braiding the waters of air into the plaited manes


Of happy colts.


They canter, without making a sound, along the shores


Of melting snow. 






























SYLVIA PLATH


By Candlelight









This is winter, this is night, small love—


A sort of black horsehair,


A rough, dumb country stuff


Steeled with the sheen


Of what green stars can make it to our gate.


I hold you on my arm.


It is very late.


The dull bells tongue the hour.


The mirror floats us at one candle power. 







This is the fluid in which we meet each other,


This haloey radiance that seems to breathe


And lets our shadows wither


Only to blow


Them huge again, violent giants on the wall.


One match scratch makes you real.


At first the candle will not bloom at all—


It snuffs its bud


To almost nothing, to a dull blue dud. 







I hold my breath until you creak to life,


Balled hedgehog,


Small and cross. The yellow knife


Grows tall. You clutch your bars.


My singing makes you roar.


I rock you like a boat


Across the Indian carpet, the cold floor,


While the brass man


Kneels, back bent, as best he can 










Hefting his white pillar with the light


That keeps the sky at bay,


The sack of black! It is everywhere, tight, tight!


He is yours, the little brassy Atlas—


Poor heirloom, all you have,


At his heels a pile of five brass cannonballs,


No child, no wife.


Five balls! Five bright brass balls!


To juggle with, my love, when the sky falls. 






























TED HUGHES


The Beach









You lashed for release, like a migrant eel in November.


You needed the sea. I knew not much more


About Westcountry beaches than you did.


We are surrounded, I said, by magnificent beaches.


You’d seen the cliffs – a slashed and tilted gorge


Near Hartland, where we’d picked blackberries


That first somnambulist week of your ecstasy


With your brother. But now you needed a beach


Like your drug. Your undertow withdrawal


Blinded and choked you. It darkened a darkness darker.


England was so filthy! Only the sea


Could scour it. Your ocean salts would scour you.


You wanted to be washed, scoured, sunned.


That ‘jewel in the head’ – your flashing thunderclap miles


Of Nauset surf. The slew of horse-shoe crabs


And sand-dollars. You craved like oxygen


American earlier summers, yourself burnt dark –


Some prophecy mislaid, somehow. England


Was so poor! Was black paint cheaper? Why


Were English cars all black – to hide the filth?


Or to stay respectable, like bowlers


And umbrellas? Every vehicle a hearse.


The traffic procession a hushing leftover


Of Victoria’s perpetual funeral Sunday –


The funeral of colour and light and life!


London a morgue of dinge – English dinge.


Our sole indigenous art-form – depressionist!


And why were everybody’s


Garments so deliberately begrimed?


Grubby-looking, like a camouflage? ‘Alas!


We have never recovered,’ I said, ‘from our fox-holes,


Our trenches, our fatigues and our bomb-shelters. 







But I remembered my shock of first sighting


The revolving edge of Manhattan


From the deck of the Queen Elizabeth –


That merry-go-round palette of American cars.


Everywhere the big flower of freedom!


The humming-bird of light at the retina!


Then the weird shameful pain of uncrumpling


From wartime hibernation, cramped, unshucking


My utility habit – deprivation


Worn with the stupid pride of a demob outfit,


A convalescence not quite back into the world. 







Now I wanted to show you such a beach


Would set inside your head another jewel,


And lift you like the gentlest electric shock


Into an altogether other England –


An Avalon for which I had the wavelength,


Deep inside my head a little crystal. 







For some reason I’d fixed on Woolacombe Sands.


I had seen that mile of surf in its haze


But only across the bay from Baggy headland


Where the peregrine went over and the shark under,


And the seal came in, and the sea-flash


Was gathered and crimped, tucked and crewelled


Into needlework by the cliff-top flora –


A brilliant original for Hilliard’s miniatures. 







Your crisis came late in the day. It was dusk when we got there


After a steamed-up hour of November downpour


And black cars sploshing through pot-hole puddles.


The rain had stopped. Three or four other cars


Waited for walkers – distant and wrapped in their dowds.


A car-park streetlamp made the whole scene hopeless.


The sea moved near, stunned after the rain.


Unperforming. Above it


The blue-black heap of the West collapsed slowly,


Comfortless as a cold iron stove


Standing among dead cinders


In some roofless ruin. You refused to get out.


You sat behind your mask, inaccessible –


Staring towards the ocean that had failed you.


I walked to the water’s edge. A dull wave


Managed to lift and flop. Then a weak hiss


Rolled black oil-balls and pushed at obscure spewage. 







So this was the reverse of dazzling Nauset.


The flip of a coin – the flip of an ocean fallen


Dream-face down. And here, at my feet, in the suds,


The other face, the real, staring upwards. 






























ANDREW MARVELL


The Picture of Little T. C. in a Prospect of Flowers









1


See with what simplicity


This nymph begins her golden days!


In the green grass she loves to lie,


And there with her fair aspect tames


The wilder flowers, and gives them names:


But only with the roses plays;


          And them does tell


What colour best becomes them, and what smell. 







2


Who can foretell for what high cause


This Darling of the Gods was born!


Yet this is she whose chaster laws


The wanton Love shall one day fear,


And, under her command severe,


See his bow broke and ensigns torn.


          Happy, who can


Appease this virtuous enemy of man! 







3


O, then let me in time compound,


And parley with those conquering eyes;


Ere they have tried their force to wound,


Ere, with their glancing wheels, they drive


In triumph over hearts that strive,


And them that yield but more despise.


          Let me be laid,


Where I may see thy glories from some shade. 










4


Meantime, whilst every verdant thing


Itself does at thy beauty charm,


Reform the errors of the spring;


Make that the tulips may have share


Of sweetness, seeing they are fair;


And roses of their thorns disarm:


          But most procure


That violets may a longer age endure. 







5


But, O young beauty of the woods,


Whom Nature courts with fruits and flowers,


Gather the flowers, but spare the buds;


Lest Flora angry at thy crime,


To kill her infants in their prime,


Do quickly make the example yours;


           And, ere we see,


Nip in the blossom all our hopes and thee. 
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