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Night Songs







1




Now, as I sink in sleep,


My heart is cut down,


Nothing – poetry nor love –


Achieving.







*







Turns again in my room,


The crippled leopard.


Paw-pad, configured


Yellow light of his eyes,


Pass, repass, repass.







Quiet, my hand; he is tame.







Soon, while I dream, will step


And stir the sunken dawn.








2




Before I woke there entered in


A woman with a golden skin


       That tangled with the light.


A tang of orchards climbed the stair


And dwindled in the waxen air,


       Crisping the midnight,


And the white pillows of my bed


On apple-tasted darkness fed.


       Weakened with appetite


Sleep broke like a dish wherein


A woman lay with golden skin.



























Midsummer









Hereabouts the signs are good.


Propitious creatures of the wood


       After their fashion


Have pitied and blessed before our eyes.


All unpremeditated lies


       Our scattered passion.







Flowers whose name I do not know


Make happy signals to us. O


       Did ever bees


Stumble on such a quiet before!


The evening is a huge closed door


       And no one sees







How we, absorbed in our own art,


Have locked ourselves inside one heart,


       Grown silent and,


Under beech and sacred larch,


Watched as though it were an arch


       That heart expand. 







Something that for this long year


Had hid and halted like a deer


       Turned marvellous,


Parted the tragic grasses, tame,


Lifted its perfect head and came


       To welcome us.







We have, dear reason, of this glade


An endless tabernacle made,


       An origin.


Well for whatever lonely one


Will find this right place to lay down


       His desert in.






























Soft, to your Places









Soft, to your places, animals.


Your legendary duty calls.


      It is, to be


Lucky for my love and me


     And yet we have seen that all’s


A fiction that is heard of love’s difficulty.







And what if the simple primrose show


That mighty work went on below


      Before it grew


A moral miracle for us two?


      Since of ourselves we know


Beauty to be an easy thing, this will do.







But O when beauty’s brought to pass


Will Time set down his hour-glass


      And rest content,


His hand upon that monument?


      Unless it is so, alas


That the heart’s calling is but to go naked and diffident.







Soft, to your places, love; I kiss


Because it is, because it is.






























A Lady of Quality









In hospital where windows meet


With sunlight in a pleasing feat


      Of airy architecture


My love has sweets and grapes to eat,


The air is like a laundered sheet,


      The world’s a varnished picture.







Books and flowers at her head


Make living-quarters of her bed


      And give a certain style


To our pillow-chat, the nonsense said


To bless the room from present dread


      Just for a brittle while.







For obvious reasons we ignore


The leaping season out-of-door,


      Light lively as a ferret,


Woodland walks, a crocused shore,


The transcendental birds that soar


      And tumble in high spirit







While under this hygienic ceiling


Where my love lies down for healing


      Tiny terrors grow,


Reflected in a look, revealing


That her care is spent concealing


      What, perhaps, I know.







‘Ended and done with’ never ceases,


Constantly the heart releases


      Wild geese to the past.


Look, how they circle poignant places,


Falling to sorrow’s fowling-pieces


      With soft plumage aghast.










We may regret, and must abide.


Grief, the hunter’s, fatal stride


      Among the darkening hearts


Has gone too long on either side.


Our trophied love must now divide


      Into its separate parts







And you go down with womankind


Who in her beauty has combined


      And focused human hungers,


With country ladies who could wind


A nation’s love-affair with mind


      Around their little fingers,







While I communicate again


Recovered order to my pen


      To find a further answer


As, having looked all night in vain,


A weary prince will sigh and then


      Take a familiar dancer.







Now the window’s turning dark


And ragged rooks across the Park


      Mix with branches; all


The clocks about the building mark


The hour. The random is at work


      Between us: two petals fall.







A train lifts up a lonely cry …


Our fingertips together lie


      Upon the counterpane.


It will be hard, it seems, and I


Would wish my heart to justify


      What qualities remain.
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Another September (1958)


(1958)
























In the Ringwood









As I roved out impatiently


Good Friday with my bride


To drink in the rivered Ringwood


The draughty season’s pride


A fell dismay held suddenly


Our feet on the green hill-side.







The yellow Spring on Vinegar Hill,


The smile of Slaney water,


The wind that swept the Ringwood,


Grew dark with ancient slaughter.


My love cried out and I beheld her


Change to Sorrow’s daughter.







‘Ravenhair, what rending


Set those red lips a-shriek,


And dealt those locks in black lament


Like blows on your white cheek,


That in your looks outlandishly


Both woe and fury speak?’










As sharp a lance as the fatal heron


There on the sunken tree


Will strike in the stones of the river


Was the gaze she bent on me.


Oh her robe into her right hand


She gathered grievously.







‘Many times the civil lover


Climbed that pleasant place,


Many times despairing


Died in his love’s face,


His spittle turned to vinegar,


Blood in his embrace.







Love that is every miracle


Is torn apart and rent.


The human turns awry


The poles of the firmament.


The fish’s bright side is pierced


And good again is spent.







Though every stem on Vinegar Hill


And stone on the Slaney’s bed


And every leaf in the living Ringwood


Builds till it is dead


Yet heart and hand, accomplished,


Destroy until they dread.







Dread, a grey devourer,


Stalks in the shade of love.


The dark that dogs our feet


Eats what is sickened of.


The End that stalks Beginning


Hurries home its drove.’







I kissed three times her shivering lips.


I drank their naked chill.


I watched the river shining


Where the heron wiped his bill.


I took my love in my icy arms


In the Spring on Ringwood Hill.






























Another September









Dreams fled away, this country bedroom, raw


With the touch of the dawn, wrapped in a minor peace,


Hears through an open window the garden draw


Long pitch black breaths, lay bare its apple trees,


Ripe pear trees, brambles, windfall-sweetened soil,


Exhale rough sweetness against the starry slates.


Nearer the river sleeps St John’s, all toil


Locked fast inside a dream with iron gates.







Domestic Autumn, like an animal


Long used to handling by those countrymen,


Rubs her kind hide against the bedroom wall


Sensing a fragrant child come back again


– Not this half-tolerated consciousness


That plants its grammar in her yielding weather


But that unspeaking daughter, growing less


Familiar where we fell asleep together.







Wakeful moth-wings blunder near a chair,


Toss their light shell at the glass, and go


To inhabit the living starlight. Stranded hair


Stirs on the still linen. It is as though


The black breathing that billows her sleep, her name,


Drugged under judgement, waned and – bearing daggers


And balances – down the lampless darkness they came,


Moving like women: Justice, Truth, such figures.






























Clarence Mangan









Sometimes, charting the heroes and animals of night-time,


Sudden unhappinesses would bewilder me,


Strayed in the long void of youth


Where nothing is understood.







Later, all mankind calling,


I, being anxious, eager to please, shouted my fear


That something was wrong.







Back to a wall, facing tumultuous talking faces,


Once I lost the reason for speech. My heart was taken,


Stretched with terror by only a word a mouth had uttered.







Long I waited to know what naked meeting


Would come with what was moving behind my eyes


And desolating what I touched.







Over a glass, or caught in lamplight,


Caught on the edge of act, my hand


Is suddenly stopped and fills with waiting.







Out of the shadows behind my laughter


Surgical fingers come


And I am strapped to a table.







Pitiless, again I ply the knife.






























The Monk









He tramped in the fading light


Of a late February day


Between hedges stiff with the wind.







His boots trod stone and clay.


His blown habit swung


In the wet daylight’s decay.







A spade across his shoulder


Slanted into the sky.


Sunk in the cowl his quiet eye.







A sense of scrubbed flesh in the path;


A thought of washing in cold hours


When dreams are scrubbed off







In a chill room, huge flowers,


Night blooms, accidentally plucked,


Each dawn devours;







Of a haggard taste in the mouth


Savouring in death a tide of light,


Spring in February night.






























Baggot Street Deserta









Lulled, at silence, the spent attack.


The will to work is laid aside.


The breaking-cry, the strain of the rack,


Yield, are at peace. The window is wide


On a crawling arch of stars, and the night


Reacts faintly to the mathematic


Passion of a cello suite


Plotting the quiet of my attic.


A mile away the river toils


Its buttressed fathoms out to sea;


Tucked in the mountains, many miles


Away from its roaring outcome, a shy


Gasp of waters in the gorse


Is sonneting origins. Dreamers’ heads


Lie mesmerised in Dublin’s beds


Flashing with images, Adam’s morse.







A cigarette, the moon, a sigh


Of educated boredom, greet


A curlew’s lingering threadbare cry


Of common loss. Compassionate,


I add my call of exile, half-


Buried longing, half-serious


Anger and the rueful laugh.


We fly into our risk, the spurious.







Versing, like an exile, makes


A virtuoso of the heart,


Interpreting the old mistakes


And discords in a work of Art


For the One, a private masterpiece


Of doctored recollections. Truth


Concedes, before the dew, its place


In the spray of dried forgettings Youth


Collected when they were a single


Furious undissected bloom.


A voice clarifies when the tingle


Dies out of the nerves of time:


Endure and let the present punish.










Looking backward, all is lost;


The Past becomes a fairy bog


Alive with fancies, double crossed


By pad of owl and hoot of dog,


Where shaven, serious-minded men


Appear with lucid theses, after


Which they don the mists again


With trackless, cotton-silly laughter;


Secretly a swollen Burke


Assists a decomposing Hare


To cart a body of good work


With midnight mutterings off somewhere;


The goddess who had light for thighs


Grows feet of dung and takes to bed,


Affronting horror-stricken eyes,


The marsh bird that children dread.







I nonetheless inflict, endure,


Tedium, intracordal hurt,


The sting of memory’s quick, the drear


Uprooting, burying, prising apart


Of loves a strident adolescent


Spent in doubt and vanity.


All feed a single stream, impassioned


Now with obsessed honesty,


A tugging scruple that can keep


Clear eyes staring down the mile,


The thousand fathoms, into sleep.







Fingers cold against the sill


Feel, below the stress of flight,


The slow implosion of my pulse


In a wrist with poet’s cramp, a tight


Beat tapping out endless calls


Into the dark, as the alien


Garrison in my own blood


Keeps constant contact with the main


Mystery, not to be understood.


Out where imagination arches


Chilly points of light transact


The business of the border-marches










Of the Real, and I – a fact


   That may be countered or may not –


   Find their privacy complete.







   My quarter-inch of cigarette


   Goes flaring down to Baggot Street.






























King John’s Castle









Not an epic, being not loosely architectured,


   But with epic force, setting the head spinning


With the taut flight earthward of its bulk, King John’s


   Castle rams fast down the county of Meath.


This in its heavy ruin. New, a brute bright plateau,


   It held speechless under its cold a whole province of Meath.







Now the man-rot of passages and broken window-casements,


   Vertical drops chuting through three storeys of masonry,


Draughty spiral stairways decaying in the depths,


   Are a labyrinth in the medieval dark. Intriguers


Who prowled here once, into the waiting arms


   Of their own monster, revisit the blowing dust.







Life, a vestigial chill, sighs along the tunnels


   Through the stone face. The great collapsed rooms, the mind


Of the huge head, are dead. Views open inward


   On empty silence; a chapel-shelf, moss-grown, unreachable.


King John directs at the river a grey stare, who once


   Viewed the land in a spirit of moderation and massacre.







Contemplatives, tiny as mice moving over the green


   Mounds below, might take pleasure in the well


Of quiet there, the dark foundations near at hand.


   Up here where the winds weeps bleakly, as though in remembrance


Against our own tombstones, the brave and great might gather.


   For the rest, this is not their fortress.






























Thinking of Mr D.









A man still light of foot, but ageing, took


An hour to drink his glass, his quiet tongue


Danced to such cheerful slander.







He sipped and swallowed with a scathing smile,


Tapping a polished toe.


His sober nod withheld assent.







When he died I saw him twice.


Once as he used retire


On one last murmured stabbing little tale


From the right company, tucking in his scarf.







And once down by the river, under wharf-


Lamps that plunged him in and out of light,


A priestlike figure turning, wolfish-slim,


Quickly aside from pain, in a bodily plight,


To note the oiled reflections chime and swim.




























from


Moralities (1960)


(1960)





















Moralities









Bronze entrance doors alive with angels’ wings


Mellow the Western face – a field of stone


Furrowed with devils. Saints in martyred rings


Halo vast windows, light as thistledown.


The wagon empties and a hooting clown


Skips up the shallow steps: ‘Ho! Feast your eyes!’


Flounced, scalloped, stuffed with hay, gay skin and bone,


Faith, Love, Death, Song, creep after him like flies.






























Faith







An Old Atheist Pauses by the Sea




I choose at random, knowing less and less.


The shambles of the seashore at my feet


Yield a weathered spiral: I confess


– Appalled at how the waves have polished it –


I know that shores are eaten, rocks are split,


Shells ghosted. Something hates unevenness.


The skin turns porcelain, the nerves retreat,


And then the will, and then the consciousness.





Into Thy Hands




Diver, noting lightly how the board


Gives to the body, now with like intent


I watch the body give to the instant, seeing


In risk a salty joy: let accident


Complete our dreadful journey into being.







Here possessed of time and flesh at last,


I hurl the Present bodily at the Past.







Outstretched, into the azure chasm he soared.





A Pillar of the Community




Descending on Merchants’ Alley, Lucifer


Gave jet-black evidence of fatherhood.


A column rose to meet him from the mud;


He perched and turned to metal. Polished, foursquare,


A noble savage stopped in stride, he stood.


Now gingerly our honest deals are done


Under that puckish rump, inscribed: Do good.


Some care and a simple faith will get you on.






























Love







Sisters




Grim Deirdre sought the stony fist, her grief
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