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Arcadia









In this crayoned dream-town,


the chimneys think smoke


and every house is lovingly


Battenburged with windows.







A studious invention:


these strange, ecstatic folk,


who tower above their dwellings


and whose trees are deckled biscuits,







nuggeted with fruit.


As they step among the traffic


that lurches down the road


on its long sum of noughts,







they look like damaged packages,


targets for pin limbs,


and yet they contrive to greet us


with smiles like black bananas.




























A Whole School of Bourgeois Primitives









Our lawn in stripes, the cat’s pyjamas,


rain on a sultry afternoon







and the drenching, mnemonic smell this brings us


surging out of the heart of the garden:







these are the sacraments and luxuries


we could not do without.







Welcome to our peaceable kingdom,


where baby lies down with the tiger rug







and bumblebees roll over like puppies


inside foxglove bells …







Here is a sofa, hung by chains


from a gaudy awning.







Two puddles take the sun


in ribbon-patterned canvas chairs.







Our television buzzes like a fancy tie,


before the picture appears –







and jockeys in Art Deco caps and blouses


caress their anxious horses,







looking as smart as the jacks on playing-cards


and as clever as circus monkeys.










Douanier Rousseau had no need to travel


to paint the jungles of his paradise.







One of his tigers, frightened by a thunder-storm,


waves a tail like a loose dressing-gown cord:







it does not seem to match the coat quite,


but is ringed and might prove dangerous.




























A Valve against Fornication









Biblical families begat, begat …


Aunt So-and-so, sprigged-out in a prodigal hat,


swoops on the birdie with her eagle eye –


poor, blurred Aunt Sally, one


(and but one) of a claque of maudlin


country-churchyard hens.







Now time has trumped another resurrection


out of this ample ground, where guests


of a wedding wander the graveyard.


We are like broad


sunflowers of empty circumspection,


touched and turned by the everlasting sun.







Deucalion flung this rubble


down on the grass: family headstones,


rolls of the gentry dead.


We pat them on the back, as if they were dogs;


or crouch to read such recondite catalogues:


names in a babel of chiselling, cryptic


runes of the weather, blotting-paper script.







Here is our vicar in his laundered smock,


trying to shake the hands of all his


rambling flock, while Bo-Peep


bridesmaids totter round his feet.


We are the famous human Venn diagram, where


two family circles coincide


in bridegroom and bride.


Bells go mad, living so near to heaven.


Speaking with tongues, they summon and send us away.










Canapés and circuses, of course!


                                                     But why


have all these gentlemen come


wearing the same disguise, with every


waistcoat-W unbuttoned so,


every top-hat fished from a velvet drum?


Waiters juggle by with trays.


Give me a plate of cataleptic


shrimps on thumbs of buttered bread!




























A Holiday from Strict Reality









Here we are at the bay


of intoxicating discoveries,


where mathematicians


in bathing-trunks and bikinis


sit behind the wheels


of frisky little speedboats


and try out new angles


to the given water.







Everything that we see


in this gilded paradise


is ours to make use of:


palm-trees on the marine drive,


nature’s swizzlesticks,


stir the afternoon air


to a sky-blue cocktail


of ozone and dead fish.







All day long


the punctilious white yachts


place their set-squares


against our horizon,


as we lie around on mats


and soak up the heat,


cultivating a sun-peel


that grows like lichen.










A restless volleyball


skips between four figures


like a decimal point,


but the ornamental beach bum,


who lives under an old boat,


picks at his guitar


and contemplates the plangent


hollow of its navel.







In the hotel bar,


alcoholic maraccas


and, on a high glass balcony,


a pompous royal family


of apéritif bottles…


Ernesto the barman


tots up a long bill,


castanetting with his tongue.




























Utopian Farming







‘Every nation is to be considered advisedly, and not to provoke them by any disdain, laughing, contempt or suchlike, but to use them with prudent circumspection, with all gentleness, and courtesy.’


SEBASTIAN CABOT, Ordinances …









Great maps of dung obliterate the path –


Elizabethan guesswork, or


the aftermath of Ayrshire cows,


come to give milk in the morning.







Real life resumes as we follow them,


browsing with brooms,


to smudge away these new-found continents,


suds of urinous seas.







Our delicate tubs of fecundity


never quite know which way to go,


hung between legs with swashbuckling,


cream-bag udders, in lieu of rudders.







With kohl-eyed figureheads, beautiful


and dim – if they prance


out of line (manoeuvring sideways),


we morris-dance them back as we can.







Meanwhile, the pigs comport


themselves in their sties like Falstaffian


generals, slumped


with buckled muzzles and small, pouched eyes.










We are like sutlers, bringing them water and nuts,


or leaning down to tickle their flanks,


white bristles stiff, as if


from years of soldierly grooming.







Our service seems a kind of a meditation,


and meditation akin to ridicule.


I love to be here, private,


subversive and free, in friendly company,







where pigs on tip-toes


piss with such a haunted look,


you’d swear there was something amiss,


and sleepwalking cattle dump wherever they go.







Hens are galleon-hulled: we take them by storm,


plucking the eggs from under their bodies,


bony and warm – freebooters against


a proud and panicky-wheeling armada.




























Baldanders









Pity the poor weightlifter


alone on his catasta,







who carries his pregnant belly


in the hammock of his leotard







like a melon wedged in a shopping-bag…


A volatile prima donna,







he flaps his fingernails dry,


then – squat as an armchair –







gropes about the floor


for inspiration, and finds it there.







His Japanese muscularity


resolves to domestic parody.







Glazed, like a mantelpiece frog,


he strains to become







the World Champion (somebody, answer it!)


Human Telephone.




























H. Vernon









The butcher, tired of his bloody work,


has made a metaphysical joke.







Five pigs’ heads on a marble counter


leer lopsidedly out of the window







and scare away the passers-by.


The vision is far too heavenly.







With ears like wings, these pallid putti –


hideous symbols of eternal beauty –







relax on parsley and smirk about


their newly-disembodied state.







A van draws up outside. The butcher


opens his glass door like St Peter,







as angels heave in fl anks of pork


that are strung with ribs like enormous harps.




























Our Commune









‘A jungle is a machine for climbing,’


somebody said,


and then set up this aluminium plumbing







to prove it. Pipes intersect neatly


overhead,


where most of us lounge and dangle, or sprout directly







out of bare concrete, with angular Ubends


instead


of branches. Very Bauhaus! We make do







with just enough room to swing a monkey,


go to bed


on shelves and indulge in public hanky-panky







like the true Cynics. It could be ideal,


but is it? Dead


bored, a pink-tongued gorilla picks a meal







out of his armpit, reclining as if


at a Roman spread;


his right hand mimes the cigarette that would give him







perfect pleasure. Spider monkeys,


who nurse a dread


of stopping still, play tag on their trapeze







and ignore the puny macaque that hangs


like an old, underfed,


market chicken from one of the exercise-rings.










We study bananas and meditation.


That foul shed


over there houses our guru, the wryly patient







mandrill, whose yellow satyr’s beard,


fangs, bright-red


nose and fluted cheeks make him so revered.







Auburn, olive, ashy, white:


every thread


of his coat is remarkable. His hands are folded tight







across his apron, but offer him


a hunk of bread


and he’ll show you his eloquent brown-and-lilac bottom. 
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