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GWEN JOHN IN PARIS1


               for Celia

            

            
               I

               
                  I am Mrs Noah: my clothes-peg head

                  pins sheets out between showers;

                  in my clean cabin, my neat bed,

                  the bearded Augusti lumber in and out.

               

               
                  I am Mrs Noah: I call the beasts home

                  together, the cat to lie down with the slug,

                  the nun with the flapper. I comb

                  the hair of ferns to dry on deck.

               

               
                  I am Mrs Noah: arranging the flowers

                  in bright dust round my garden shed,

                  I watch the silent sky without doubt,

                  in the soaked moonlit grass sleep without dread.

               

               
                  I am Mrs Noah: the blossoms in the jug

                  throw their dense pollen round the stormy room like foam;

                  my hands hold beasts and friends and light in check,

                  shaping their own thick gauzy rainbow dome.12

               

               II

               
                  Rodin’s fingers: probe, pinch, ease open,

                  polish, calm. Keep still, he says,

                  recueille-toi: sit on the rock,

                  gaze out to sea, and I shall make you

                  patience on a monument. Keep still.

                  I kept still; he looked away.

                  On the stairs. In the yard. I stood,

                  not noticed, in the middle of half-broken stone,

                  aborted figures. I was a failed work,

                  keeping still among the darting birds.

                  His hand refused to close, my lips

                  stayed open all hours. He might drop in.

               

               
                  Brushing against Rilke in the corridor:

                  he smiles with fear or pity. Angels,

                  polished and black, bump into us

                  at strange angles. Afternoon light

                  swells like a thundercloud in the attic, busy

                  around an empty chair, draped like the dead king’s throne.

               

               III

               
                  Thérèse dreamed that her father

                  stood with his head wrapped

                  in black, lost.

               

               
                  Thérèse looks at the photographer

                  under his cloth and sees

                  Papa not seeing her.13

               

               
                  I watch Thérèse watching

                  Papa and wondering

                  when the cloth comes off.

               

               
                  I watch her thinking

                  you can spend a short life

                  not being seen.

               

               
                  Thérèse looks at me and says,

                  Only when you can’t see him do you

                  know you’re there.

               

               
                  She says, Can you see me

                  not seeing you? That’s when

                  you see me.

               

               IV

               
                  I sent the boys off with their father.

                  I shall wait on the drenched hill.

                  Meudon, my Ararat, where the colours pour

                  into the lines of a leaf’s twist.

                  And the backs of the chairs and schoolgirls’ plaits at Mass

                  are the drawn discord, expecting

                  the absolution of light in the last bar.

               

            

         

         
            1 Gwen John made numerous sketches from photographs of St Thérèse of Lisieux as a child.
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               DRYSTONE

            

            
               
                  In sooty streams across the hill, rough, bumpy,

                  contoured in jagging falls and twists, they walk

                  beyond the crest, beyond the muddy clough,

                  children’s coarse pencil sentences, deep-scored,

                  staggering across a thick absorbing sheet, dry frontiers

                  on a wet land, dry streams across wet earth,

                  coal-dry, soot-dry, carrying the wind’s black leavings

                  from the mill valley, but against the gales

                  low, subtle, huddling: needs more than wind to scatter them.

               

               
                  There is no glue, there is no mortar, subtle,

                  solid enough for here: only the stained air blowing

                  up from the brewery through the lean dry gaps;

                  hard to know how an eye once saw the consonance,

                  the fit of these unsocial shapes, once saw

                  each one pressed to the other’s frontier, every one

                  inside the other’s edge, and conjured the dry aliens

                  to run, one sentence scrawled across the sheet,

                  subtle against the wind, a silent spell, a plot.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      15
    

         
            
               SIX O’CLOCK

            

            
               
                  As the bird

                  rides up the sky, the last sun

                  looking up gilds in the hollows

                  of the wings, an afterthought of gift

                  to guests ignored and hurt, but no,

                  the bird rides up the sky, eyes on the night.

               

               
                  When the sun

                  levels its sights across the grass,

                  it packs the blades and little animals

                  so tight, so heavy that you wonder

                  why they don’t tumble over

                  into their new, uncompromising shadow,

                  into their inner dark.
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OUR LADY OF VLADIMIR1


            

            
               
                  Climbs the child, confident,

                  up over breast, arm, shoulder;

                  while she, alarmed by his bold thrust

                  into her face, and the encircling hand,

                  looks out imploring fearfully

                  and, O, she cries, from her immeasurable eyes,

                  O how he clings, see how

                  he smothers every pore, like the soft

                  shining mistletoe to my black bark,

                  she says, I cannot breathe, my eyes

                  are aching so.

               

               
                  The child has overlaid us in our beds,

                  we cannot close our eyes,

                  his weight sits firmly,

                  fits over heart and lungs,

                  and choked we turn away

                  into the window of immeasurable dark

                  to shake off the insistent pushing warmth;

                  O how he cleaves, no peace

                  tonight my lady in your bower,

                  you, like us, restless with bruised eyes

                  and waking to

               

               
                  a shining cry on the black bark of sleep.

               

            

         

         
            1 The icon of Our Lady probably dates from the twelfth century, and is preserved in Moscow.
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               ADVENT CALENDAR

            

            
               
                  He will come like last leaf’s fall.

                  One night when the November wind

                  has flayed the trees to bone, and earth

                  wakes choking on the mould,

                  the soft shroud’s folding.

               

               
                  He will come like frost.

                  One morning when the shrinking earth

                  opens on mist, to find itself

                  arrested in the net

                  of alien, sword-set beauty.

               

               
                  He will come like dark.

                  One evening when the bursting red

                  December sun draws up the sheet

                  and penny-masks its eye to yield

                  the star-snowed fields of sky.

               

               
                  He will come, will come,

                  will come like crying in the night,

                  like blood, like breaking,

                  as the earth writhes to toss him free.

                  He will come like child.
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               RETURN JOURNEY

            

            
               
                  Why are places not neutral?

                  on the smoky screen of walls,

                  shop windows, sky and pavement spin

                  the flickering reels of evidence, dust crawling up

                  the frames, the privately detected chronicle

                  of clumsily arranged affairs with time and place.

               

               
                  Grace, yes, but damnation too dissolves

                  in place, so it is not the future

                  but the past we know to be incredible,

                  eluding the imagination: unmoved mover

                  of uncomprehending souls, shaping the mind

                  glued to the dusty and unwelcome screen.

               

               
                  Push up the blinds and in the room

                  nothing has gone, there in the dark

                  we sit unmovable, the wounds as fresh

                  as ever, all that was ever done

                  frozen against the walls in a bright moment,

                  iron and bitter, bright like life.

               

               
                  Fresh from the freezer, all the smooth pain that settled,

                  stayed when we went on, sat and nestled,

                  patiently in the corner, waiting to be collected

                  when we happen back, it stares in silence

                  at these new, would-be alien selves,

                  a still, unsmiling, lifelike face.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         19

         
            
               CROSSINGS

            

            
               
                  While I sit mute, suspicious of my choice

                  (Reserve or fluency), how do I reach

                  You, then, across the acres of the room?

                  Yes, all the platitudes are clear enough:

                  Muteness is eloquence, silence is the stuff

                  Of sharing, while hands work a busy loom;

                  But on your flesh my hands will still be blind.

                  Your face is shut. Your body gives no voice,

                  But charts a distance. How do we avoid

                  A treaty with the compromising word?

                  Knowing that after, when we have destroyed

                  The ambiguity, the precious surd

                  Of uncommitted quiet, we shall find

                  Our honesty still waits to be aligned?

               

               
                  You smiled, apologising for the sound –

                  The hollow distant penetrating hum

                  Of a dim underground, fathoms down from us.

                  In those hard channels silence yields, not here;

                  Under the crust, a journey’s length is clear.

                  The traveller there has mapped his terminus,

                  Watches for a predicted stop to come,

                  Steps in the floodstream, confidently bound

                  A foreknown distance. I cannot select

                  Periods so easy from the trodden edge

                  Of words in flux. Prospects of an unchecked,

                  Unending bursting into haemorrhage

                  Cut me a channel where we both, pulled down

                  Under the hollow humming wheels, shall drown.20

               

               
                  Tell me what I am asking, then, what plea

                  You hear without pronouncing. It is you

                  Who hold the mirror and who know the name

                  And will not say it; while the desperate cold

                  Unchristened infant, years or seconds old,

                  Tries its new lungs with incoherent blame,

                  Clench-fisted, begs the necessary clue

                  That holds the hand of an identity

                  Its lifelong distance. Absolution’s cheap

                  This way, as I laboriously forget

                  The guilt of joint conspirators, asleep

                  Against complaining noises, bodies set

                  Waiting for one to learn or one to teach:

                  Casual midwives for miscarrying speech.

               

               
                  Cracks open in the floor across the years.

                  The rumpled bed of stone shrugs off the heat

                  Of wooden coverlets, impatient with the dark,

                  And dust no longer binds the drifting blocks.

                  How long before the stone has forced the locks?

                  How long before the flesh has split the bark?

                  And the foundations, naked to our feet

                  Carry us stumbling on a bridge that clears

                  The dust-choked distance? While we wait to see

                  A waking earth that stirs into the sun,

                  Our covers still are drawn, the night walks free

                  Between our frontiers, where no path will run.

                  Under the wooden shroud, under the stone,

                  Under the dust, the fields are locked unsown.21

               

               
                  The shifting floor, the smeared steps inlaid,

                  Loosened and footprinted with journey’s scars,

                  Is this a field for growing, this a rock

                  For building? no: the sedges of a marsh

                  Where white horizons ring the eyes, and harsh

                  Bird cry scratches the standing pools, to shock

                  The marble dark in small and passing stars;

                  The flats of boring exigence displayed,

                  Unreckoned distance. This is all I make,

                  A roofless acting space, a voice exposed

                  To drop its crying in a careless lake

                  Of ragged eyes, of watchers undisposed

                  To see or pity stale romantic scenes

                  Decent embarrassment clothes with safety screens.

               

               
                  And if I told you, should I be surprised

                  If you, turning your head, asked me, And why?

                  The choice is mine, the landscape my design,

                  The black my painting, and the ice my chill;

                  Looked bitterly at the evasive skill

                  That locks me up inside this private sign,

                  Turning a greedy fascinated eye

                  On an emotion still uncompromised

                  At its still distance. If I do not tell,

                  And play under the bedclothes with conceits,

                  What prudence keeps me in this glassy cell,

                  The polished atoms of half-willed defeats?

                  Well, atoms split, my love, are lovers’ death,

                  Out in the cold, no wind will lend us breath.22

               

               
                  To break a lock by giving open tongue,

                  Stand up, come in and sing us out of doors,

                  I know stirs recollections in the flesh,

                  And blows the dust from pictures pushed away.

                  Collected shadows from another day –

                  Collected words, packed stinking, tight, unfresh,

                  Ready to send the shiver down old sores,

                  Echoes of other bodies, roundly flung

                  A few year’s distance. And the hoarded tears,

                  Unheard reproaches, wait to be unlocked.

                  Meanwhile I thoughtfully deploy my fears,

                  Afraid to find my facile pities mocked,

                  Afraid my probing taps the blood again,

                  That my flesh too clouds over with the stain.

               

               
                  So did we ever have an assignation

                  Under the station clock? an intersection

                  Of complicated routes? Was there a break

                  Between connections when we might have snatched a word,

                  Unusual and hard and timely, stirred

                  By urgencies too close for us to make

                  Excuses, plead appointments for protection,

                  Slew our eyes round, sketch a retreat formation

                  Into the distance promised by the hiss

                  And echo of things setting to depart

                  All round? Eyes scattering far and anxious not to miss

                  Something or anything; travelling apart.

                  You never came, we both of us could say,

                  Angry, relieved, rejected, gone away.
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               DEJEUNER SUR L’HERBE

            

            
               
                  Watching your hands

                  turn slenderly the glass

                  I wait for rim to snap

                  or bowl to spill;

               

               
                  but when it shall,

                  shall there be wine to drop

                  on the drab summer grass

                  or only hours’ worth of spent sands?
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               TWELFTH NIGHT

            

            
               
                  In the clean winter pastures of the stars

                  is innocence, a soft and stinging dark

                  bathing the cataracted eyes

                  of age remembering.

               

               
                  In the dry winter chambers of the stars

                  is infancy, a soul unhistoried,

                  breathing new air, inheriting

                  no dead men’s speech.

               

               
                  Old men live long between the stars:

                  where else is virgin earth for minds,

                  for memories bursting brown skins

                  and spilling seed?

               

               
                  Old men seek sleep between the stars,

                  cradles between the thin white fires

                  to rock away the scars of choice

                  to a bad dream.

               

               
                  O if we did not know,

                  then we should see the clean stars plain,

                  through the cool night, forgetting,

                  should come home.

               

               
                  O if we did not see,

                  then we should know the empty air,

                  the fields of sheep the fresh and unimagined

                  scents of spilled grass or leaf.22

               

               
                  Now when the stars have called to welcome us,

                  how shall we not run home?

                  the far side of the desert promises

                  tearless childhood,

               

               
                  Now that the stars speak clear to us

                  the language of our marketplace, and cry

                  come buy, you poor, for innocence

                  is cheap tonight.

               

               
                  Journeys for old men are not kind

                  when comfort’s sold to buy the single pearl;

                  yet the child’s eye is lifetime’s worth of gold,

                  world’s worth of pilgrimage.

               

               
                  Journeys for old men are not mapped,

                  but for the backward lodestone of desire

                  for that oasis where the mind is quenched

                  under still leaves.

               

               
                  Once in the house we saw the trap:

                  their eyes told all, the childish mother

                  nursing the knowing mortal child,

                  a mocking boy.

               

               
                  Once in the house, the stars smiled back

                  pleased and sardonic at their wit;

                  sweet-baited lines that catch unpityingly

                  in the soft places.

               

               
                  Behind the stars no holiday,

                  no taking out of recollection, but

                  a cup pressed full of pasts

                  incalculable.26

               

               
                  Behind the stars no happy end,

                  no dissolution of our scars,

                  no garden plot, no spilling grass:

                  the cot is empty.

               

               
                  Where has the child gone, to what fire,

                  what rubbish bin, what coins were laid

                  to close his eyes? give us at least

                  the choice of sending flowers.

               

               
                  Where has the child gone? is the watched sky

                  a single cenotaph for dead simplicity,

                  the stars a moss-grown requiescat

                  in half-remembered alphabets?

               

               
                  And we, conscripted mourners for the funeral,

                  hands full of soil, left sleepless

                  with the small corpse, until grey dawn

                  summons us out?

               

               
                  And we, the prisoners of a narrative

                  of deaths and soiling, heavy as the world,

                  of stale and endless air, of age,

                  scents of senility?

               

               
                  The child says, True, this market does not sell

                  forgetfulness. In a still pool

                  I hold a glass to all your storms,

                  to all your eyes.

               

               
                  The child says, True, for nothing is undone

                  beyond the stars, the tree that grows tonight

                  is hung with all the lives of men and women,

                  all your deaths.27

               

               
                  You still are children, innocence not gone,

                  what memories of yours are worth the name?

                  where were you when the world’s foundations

                  set in children’s blood?

               

               
                  You still are children; all that you have known

                  is fear, not guilt, have felt the blade,

                  but not the handle of the moulder’s knife

                  carving a mind.

               

               
                  Your histories belong to me; here is

                  not innocence but absolution, for

                  your scars are true, but I (always)

                  will bleed in them.

               

               
                  Your memories belong to me; I lie

                  awake at night and see for ever, while

                  the stars shall fall like leaves

                  to cover you.
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               GREAT SABBATH

            

            
               
                  Unwatched, the seventh dawn spreads,

                  Light smoothing out the sky, firm hands

                  Smearing a damp clay horizon-wide.

                  They wake, then lie unsurely side by side,

                  Knowing the ache and pull of novel bands,

                  The night’s new memories grinding in their heads,

               

               
                  Not understood, their bodies newly strange.

                  Outside, the new light soaks the ground;

                  They chill, turn in towards each other’s heat,

                  Then roll apart to test uncertain feet

                  On unknown earth. The dripping dawn around

                  Confirms the unformed fear. The world can change.

               

               
                  Outside, an absence. While they learned and slept,

                  It had drawn off behind the sky’s stone face.

                  The world between their bodies and their palms

                  Is left to turn. The silence calms.

                  The morning’s news is plain; the centre space

                  Is empty. Under the trees where he once stepped

               

               
                  It is for you to go. Under the gaping sky

                  You wake, he sleeps, you make, he lies at rest.

                  He will not come again; last night you made

                  A future he will not invade.

                  Today the sun is buried, unexpressed;

                  You shall shape how to live and how to die.29

               

               
                  You shall make change. He leaves no room

                  For his own hand; you shall be history,

                  You shall build heaven, you shall quarry hell.

                  No one shall say you have (or not) made well.

                  And, bored and pious, talk of mystery,

                  When weeds are choking up his tomb.

               

               
                  We make, he sleeps. Only his bloody dreams

                  Tell him the works of freedom on the earth.

                  Your liberty his flight, your future and his death.

                  He dreams your hell for you to draw your breath,

                  Out of his emptiness he lets your birth,

                  It is his silence echoes back the screams.

               

               
                  For they have not forgotten everything;

                  They wake and lie unsurely side by side

                  And listen to a laboured, steady breath,

                  Insistent, unconsoled, remembered death.

                  A small-hours passing on the turning tide,

                  Alone and never taught what key to sing.

               

               
                  He will not come again, not in the form

                  He walked on your first earth. But will you know

                  Him when he slips, a dosser, through the door?

                  Oh yes. Who else will touch the raw

                  Salt, unhealed memory of worlds ago,

                  Whispering, once you knew, once you were warm.

               

               
                  Listen for promises, fantasize for care,

                  And you will fill the neutral sky with lead,

                  Make chains to stop the quiet flow of chance,

                  Sell all your working for a stripper’s dance.

                  He chose his death; why can he not be dead,
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