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            ‘Principles, Schopenhauer…all that’s nonsense! I’ve got my special 10,000 in the bank.

            Melancholy! Noble anguish! Inexpressible grief! Only one thing’s lacking. I should write poetry.’
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            A VULTURE’S EGG (1966)

         

         
            ‘Women play an essential part in every man’s life,’ the deacon observed. ‘There’s no getting away from it.’

            Anton Chekhov

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
17
               ECONOMICS

            

            
               
                  Menelaos: Personally, I never cared for the girl.

                  She wasn’t really very much to look at

                  At close quarters. Many of us

                  Had seen better in Corinth, let alone Naucratis… What?

                  Naturally pride came into it: the family feud

                  Was taken seriously… but most of all

                  The Trojan corn monopoly, you understand…

                  The Bosporus blockade…

                  Our Black Sea trade

                  Was taken seriously, and a small country like Attica

                  With no internal resources at all

                  Depends to a very large extent

                  On imports coming via the Dardanelles.

                  It meant something in those days. As to Helen –

                  Well, she provided a convenient rallying cry.

                  (Our propagandists did extremely well

                  With their material.) But I must point out

                  The Trojan War was quite a serious business

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               MINIPOET

            

            
               
                  – slim, inexpensive, easy to discard

                  nippy rather than resonant, unpretentious.

                  we found them produced in increasing numbers

                  from oxford, home of pressed steel.

                  we remembered the days of the archpoet:

                  comfortable if rather lumbering,

                  extremely well upholstered.

                  still, the minipoet is basically safe.

                  not well equipped for (but who would think of)

                  leaving the highway, he is attuned 18

                  to the temporary surface, balanced,

                  reliable, yes, we have few regrets

                  for the archpoet, who either would not start

                  or starting stopped; was temperamental

                  wanted to show off, steamed up, was punctured:

                  we had to coax, persuade him he had wings

                  (we knew too well he hadn’t, but had to get

                  the ramshackle show on the road somehow).

                  my grandmother remembers teams of leopards

                  but most of us prefer the minipoet

                  for the sort of journeys we make nowadays.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               CRITICISM

            

            
               
                  – Klondyke was of course writing very much within a tradition

                  Not only a vertical tradition

                  But a horizontal tradition.

                  He had his periphery.

                  He had his perigee.

                  He had his epicentricities.

                  A man of his time.

                  A man of his girth.

                  A man of New England stock.

                  O there was no nonsense about Klonberg.

                  You can be sure of that.

                  A man of integrity, yes

                  But above all a man surely of precision.

                  Of passion

                  Of precise passion, passionate precision.

                  An alloy of cultures. 19

                  And then you get very much I think a sense of vultures.

                  He is writing in a group.

                  He was pushing his own hoop.

                  He was writing for a set

                  Yes, and yet

                  Well of course Klonberg to me means somehow a person…

                  I mean take Quadragesimo.

                  Take it or leave it.

                  But it’s there.

                  Breathing.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               FAMILY BUSINESS

            

            
               
                  In the Sorting Room old women picked bright oakum

                  While below them white flecks of garneted material

                  Floated and settled on men’s hair and on the rafters

                  Like warm volcanic snow, like ashes.

                  ‘Why don’t you come to the Works more often?’

                  My father (who wanted to be a market gardener)

                  Would say, and I’d sit in the Office while he opened letters,

                  Traced the warehouse where they trod shoddy and mungo.

                  ‘When are you coming to join your Dad then?’

                  They asked, and I would reply equivocally,

                  Desperately resolving to become a surgeon, a Trappist.

                  Looking at family photographs of Ephraim, the founder,

                  I could sympathise only with half-uncle Giles

                  (A bigamist who toured Iceland with a puppet theatre).

                  Now, having failed at both hosiery and puppets

                  I whisper to my son, standing on this Aegean headland,

                  ‘Are you going to be a poet?’ But he smiles, amused

                  At the intensity of the tone, and cries to be put down.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               DEATH OF A CLIMBER

            

            
               
                  The journalists supposed some question ‘torn

                  Out of his spirit by the formless snow

                  That brushed aside the implausible horoscope’

                  And swept it brusquely down the Matterhorn.

                  His family found it difficult to know

                  By reconstruction what happened on that slope.

                  His book survived his fall. They say it shows

                  Signs of anoxia, though it appears precise

                  Unphilosophic, deals with the shifting snows,

                  Confronts the tactical vagueness of the ice.

                  But he knew that there were no more hidden insights

                  To be gained at 14,000, and did not hope

                  To contemplate sublimity in heights:

                  The urgent issue was the choice of rope.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
20
               CONVERSATION IN AVALON

            

            
               
                  (Peire Vidal of Toulouse):

                  ‘It was no woman we were after

                  Even though we were frequently associated with the name

                  Of someone else’s wife. That was the point, of course,

                  The inaccessibility. If the woman yielded

                  She could no longer be the object of unsatisfied desire,

                  Nor any longer command our subordination.

                  She proved to have been an unworthy subject of neoplatonic attention.

                  Or so it was at first. Later, things clarified.

                  We understood our Plotinus better

                  And that we were in love with images, figments

                  Built up of sensory fragments, but above all

                  Of the mind, mental. So that whatever the woman did 21

                  Could hardly affect the unchanging image

                  Which we, lovesick for absentees, had set our hearts on.

                  And if that brow, glass calm as an apocalyptic sea,

                  That mole, small as a pin dropped in a deep silence,

                  The erect carriage walking along avenues of topiary,

                  The long fingers, and in some cases even long toes,

                  The complexion, hyaline as alabaster,

                  The skin, sublucent with the pallor of the shadow

                  Of milk in a blue glass… if, in short, all this

                  Should prove unfaithful with us or anyone else,

                  The images remained, with the delicately turned phrases.

                  Whether this was all sophisticated casuistry

                  Designed to cover a wilful confusion of imagination with reality

                  I am uncertain. But I do not think so.

                  We knew what we were doing all right.

                  And above all we had the best of both worlds

                  Inside the cave and out. In such a case

                  It hardly mattered to us which world

                  Was assigned the greater degree of reality.

                  They say that the decline in troubadour morality

                  Occurred with this clarification of Plotinus.

                  But, as I say, this judgment does not seem to me to show

                  A very keen perception of what exactly was going on.

                  The decadence came surely very much later

                  With the perversion of courtesy into good manners.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               THE QUEST

            

            
               
                  Of 250,000 normal adult male poets

                  Comprising 200,000 ‘Apolline’ and 50,000 ‘White Goddess’,

                  100,000 of the ‘Apolline’ variety and 25,000 ‘White Goddess’

                  Were kept as control groups 22

                  The rest were injected with beryllium and washed in saline

                  And routinely leucotomised according to standard procedure.

                  After suffusion in derivatives of atropine and belladonna

                  It was found that

                  While 70,000 ‘Apolline’ showed a qualitative off-falling

                  Most of the White Goddess strain produced reactions to stimuli

                  Indistinguishable from former output.

                  Meanwhile and independently

                  Ferenczi and his co-workers in Brussels

                  Plotting on a logarithmic scale

                  Percentage of facial hairs erected

                  Against number of stanzas declaimed to random listeners

                  And multiplying abscissa by ordinate readings

                  Have claimed to establish an International Standard Housman Unit

                  Thereby showing some disrespect

                  To the poet’s own warning

                  ‘But dead men’s lips are shaven clean

                  And never turn a hair.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               OXFORD POETRY

            

            
               
                  Three poets sat at the tea table in silence,

                  Each wanting to be the observer, not the observed

                  Each wanting to maintain an ironic silence,

                  Till one of them, who was bolder than the others,

                  Said, in a voice heavy with inverted commas:

                  ‘I think you can carry dispassion too far, you know, Horstead.’

                  At which Horstead, with a gesture of valediction

                  Reminiscent of a palsied papal blessing,

                  Rose, and caught the 13 bus to Headington.

                  The two remained there like metallic birds,

                  Or that strange pre-Socratic who abandoned words.
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               SONG OF FATHER MALACOSTRAX

            

            
               
                  What if the second coming should stop coming?

                  The news would hardly make the centre page.

                  We hear the children in the graveyard humming

                  God is not dead but reaching middle age.

               

               
                  What if the characters just leave the stage,

                  The apocalyptic drums should leave off drumming?

                  What if Houdini should prefer the cage?

                  What if the second coming should stop coming?

               

               
                  Under the weight of marble hope succumbing,

                  The body, eaten by the macrophage,

                  Thinks: If the second coming should stop coming?

                  The lion at his feet declines to rage.

               

               
                  Give gold this Christmas like the careful mage.

                  Try not to hear the ivory fingers strumming:

                  What if the second coming should stop coming?

                  God is not dead but reaching middle age.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SMALL PART

               ‘To act is to suffer’ (Greek proverb)

            

            
               
                  ‘They are, my lord, without the palace gate.’

                  A single line, but crucial. I would wait

                  Line after line, scene after scene, as mute

                  And pensive as a critic, dressed in jute

                  Cross garters. To my mind, the play Macbeth

                  In spite of adventitious forms of death

                  Attains its climax in that simple line,

                  Thereafter falling through a strange decline 24

                  In fourth and fifth acts. Those who take the pain

                  To study the climactic undertow

                  Will shudder as they hear the casual, plain

                  ‘Sirrah! A word with you…’ for they all know

                  That very shortly they will hear the cue

                  The only words that can initiate

                  This curt decasyllabic interview

                  Which gives away in eight words, curt and strong

                  The news withheld so strangely and so long:

                  ‘They are, my lord, without the palace gate.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               LIVING ON THE TOTTENHAM COURT ROAD

            

            
               
                  I like the Magic Shop, its dead man’s hair,

                  Its artificial dogdirt, ogre’s wart,

                  Spider in cup…I think of Baudelaire

                  But mirrored in the glass see Bedford Court.

                  Its lifts, wax porters, carpets in maroon,

                  Its corridors that shade of eau de Nil

                  That represents what I begin to feel.

                  Seeing it hang there like an iron balloon

                  I long for some Last Trump when we shall walk

                  Its corridors with residential poise

                  Like headless chickens along lines of chalk.

                  But Bedford Court will crumple with a noise

                  Of rubber squashed flat by a childish hand

                  Startling the Horses, mocking the Patmian band.*

               

            

         

         
            *Patmian: On the island of Patmos, where St John wrote the Apocalypse. The End of the World is visualised as an old school reunion on this island, where there is a brass band playing. The Horses are the Horses of the Night.
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               THE VISIT

            

            
               
                  He never really wanted to go ashore:

                  Moralities are too easily discarded,

                  And students of Anatolian folklore

                  Should keep their ethics moderately well guarded.

                  One night, however, by hushed lunar seas,

                  Imagining his analyst was dead

                  (Asleep were all the expatriate divorcees

                  And even the anthropologist in bed)…

               

               
                  The landladies immediately understood:

                  Defined his quest in its accomplishment,

                  Cast doubts upon his notion of the Good,

                  And demonstrated just what Eros meant:

                  A god of hunger carved in olive wood

                  Sharply demanding a devalued rent.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               THE PROFESSION

            

            
               
                  In being a mock innocent who must lay bare more faults

                  That grow less charming as the paunch gets roomier:

                  A confectioner of replicas and schmaltz

                  Catering like a chic religious costumier

                  For megalomaniacs of a spiritual type

                  Cajoling them to live beyond their means.

                  He is like the waiting Berwick Street figurines

                  Providing the timid with an off the peg anti-type

               

               
                  But mostly he resembles the man in ICI

                  Never quite coming into contact with the Head;

                  Or the Army man in peacetime, training just in case,

                  In make-believe formalities (the archaic war cry,

                  The dismantling of Bren or Sapphic in 45 seconds dead)

                  For an encounter no one quite believes will any longer take place
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               KROPOTKIN

            

            
               
                  You remember Mr Kropotkin?

                  How could I forget?

                  With his black suede gloves

                  And his gentle marmoset.

               

               
                  You remember Mr Kropotkin

                  And his long cigarette,

                  His half unbuttoned gloves

                  And the frightened marmoset?

               

               
                  You remember Mr Kropotkin

                  In the hat that was too large?

                  You remember Mr Kropotkin

                  That night in the garage?

               

               
                  You remember Mr Kropotkin

                  And his amusing pet?

                  Why should you remember him?

                  Try to forget.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               EXCHANGE THERAPY

            

            
               
                  Wearing thick glasses

                  As though to apologise for seeing too clearly

                  The therapist enters the converted chapel.

                  (Mme Physalix, your eyes are wells of Dettol.)

                  – It was the mulatto

                  – yes, yes indulgent)

                  Never? This was the –?

                  – of course…I had intended –

                  (the headless woman, the leopard boy

                  Vanish into their hermetic jars

                  Which Mme Physalix will seal, labelling them

                  ‘a blustery day. Coolish.’)

                  She sits there like a gnarled tree stump in the temenos

                  Hooded like a parrot, thinking

                  ‘Do I look like a clam, an eremite?

                  Till suddenly I roll over like a dog

                  And she is borne aloft on the sella gestatoria

                  Uttering a non-committal ‘yes, yes’ to the passionate crowd.

                  We take our different ways down Wigmore Street.

                  I need her appearance of sanity,

                  She needs the scream of my macaws.

               

               
                  (Klinefelter, smiling at the window,

                  Adds a moustachio to the Madonna,

                  Says jumping onto his own wife, smugly,

                  ‘Every man to his own couch…’)
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               SKYROS 1

            

            
               
                  Greece is a hencoop, and not overlarge

                  I was thinking as I sat on the island’s acropolis

                  Looking down at the wire netting, cocks strutting by the garage

                  Flaunting their messy tails. To convey the necropolis

                  Aspect of Greece, that would be an achievement:

                  Buckets improvised from petrol cans, suburban scree;

                  Goats coughing in dust; a sense of bereavement

                  In semi-defined back gardens like you see 28

                  Approaching Paddington. The dusty feathers of the hens

                  And hen-like scholars scratching behind old sheds.

                  Schoolroom photographs in sepia, and the smell

                  Of unopened volumes of Grote on Huns

                  Convey this aspect of dust and birdlime well.

                  Aristophanic prop-room full of garlic, fish heads…

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               SKYROS 2 (TIRED OF LOOKING FOR RUPERT BROOKE’S GRAVE)

            

            
               
                  Held erect by a triple noose, tied

                  To bleached maize stalks, an unexpected

                  Figure in ambiguous jacket: the crucified

                  Posture: the motoring cap: the stance corrected

                  By priapic stanchions, he guards a tomato plot

                  From gulls…Well let’s pretend it’s Rupert Brooke.

                  The tomatoes are prospering anyway. Not

                  Much danger of invasion here. You look

                  For little sympathy from us, who poke

                  At your dead eye for being too blue, forgetting

                  You took your own myth as a portentous joke:

                  The actress played the officer and died

                  Choosing this island, where vainly coquetting

                  Conscript Achilles put on skirts to hide.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               MENELAOS AT AULIS

            

            
               
                  Menelaos:

                  ‘In the first place, we had trouble mustering:

                  A thousand ships was an overestimate:

                  “A few boatloads of disgruntled Samians”;

                  Odysseus sowing salt, feigning madness; 29

               

               
                  Many of the rest out looking for Achilles

                  Hiding, dressed as a girl, on Skyros.

                  Philoctetes malingering with snakebite

                  On one of the Cyclades (and snake bite

                  Doesn’t normally take nine years to heal):

                  They weren’t exactly bursting with enthusiasm

                  If I can put it that way. The dead calm

                  Desultory gasps of lukewarm air

                  Echoed the dominant mood at Aulis.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ODYSSEUS

            

            
               
                  ‘It was no Hellenic cruise I can tell

                  You that much. What with men overboard,

                  Running before an open sea;

                  Fogs; tides; landing in a surf;

                  Various collisions; difficulties

                  Of fixing our position; wrecks;

                  And me having to organise it all,

                  With victualling routines and messing duties.

                  The question of stowage: vegetables, wine,

                  The extra issues on exceptional occasions,

                  After severe exposure, or heavy work.

                  Or there’d be doldrums, not a cat’s paw

                  In the Aegean: keep the crew occupied

                  Whipping the rope ends. It wasn’t child’s play.

                  Then we’d break from moorings, the ship awash,

                  Ropes parting, human flotsam

                  Adding to the sights of the wine-dark.

                  Righting a weather lurch, keeping her head up

                  Close to a freshening wind, making for dead water.

                  The half-hearted ineptitudes of the crew earning

                  Contempt, not laughter. She was a fine ship though, 30

                  Clinker built pine, though she made some water

                  Before the end. But how to keep your temper

                  With a lounging crew, no sense of discipline,

                  No muscles? How to explain the necessity

                  Of keeping fit, to men who look with pig’s eyes,

                  Show no sign of respect, have a faulty grasp

                  On the oar? How to explain the elementary precautions;

                  Unshipping the rudder before landing, don’t let her

                  Turn broadside into a heavy surf?

                  Still, it was better

                  Than scratching up goat-shit on an Ithacan smallholding.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               TANTUM RELIGIO

            

            
               
                  Pilate: That anyone should have been released at all

                  Was of course an anomaly, a local dispensation

                  Surpassing the demands of equity.

                  It is not my purpose to attempt my vindication

                  With regard to the ensuing Judaic disturbances.

                  Qui s’excuse s’accuse. I am aware

                  My part in this affair, although impeccable,

                  Fell short of the unreasonably heroic.

                  I could not have foreseen the consequences.

                  I am no prophet or specialist in enteroscopy.

                  I have done my duty according to my lights.

                  Few saints could say as much. Could Peter?

                  The democratic liberties accorded Jewish nationals

                  It was my function to preserve in more than name only.

                  Paternalist intervention would not have been politic

                  Even if called for. Of course, my wife’s dream

                  Was not a factor to be taken seriously.

                  It only remained to hand the Christ over

                  To those concerned with the immediacies. 31

                  And I am bound to say that as those things go

                  They made an extremely humane job of it.

                  It’s not a topic that one likes to dwell on.

                  (Not long ago

                  My father saw six thousand crucified

                  Along the road from Rome to Capua.)

                  With regard to what I must call the divine aspect

                  My own persuasion is a quietist rationalism.

                  Rome has a spiritual embarras de richesse:

                  Jove, Mithras, Phrygian Isis, not to speak

                  Of current euphuistic emperor-worship.

                  Incarnations of divinity are not unprecedented.

                  Far be it from the magistrate to decide between them,

                  But simply to clarify, if he can, the issues.’
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