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				There was no one with more common sense, no stonecutter more obstinate, no manager more lucid or dangerous, than a poet.
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				Foreword

				At the Aldeburgh Poetry Festival in November 2013, I heard Ian McMillan deliver a very funny lecture on surrealist poetry and its unforeseen exotic charge of excitement to a young adolescent boy in Barnsley. McMillan remembered the buzz of a poem about an aeroplane that had propellers like bacon rashers and wings like reinforced lard. I come at the subject of poetry from the opposite direction. The poetry I like, that I prefer, makes sense – either immediately or after extended reflection.

				Of course, there are no absolute rules. We all know that feminine rhymes are intrinsically comic. Think of T. S. Eliot’s ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’: ‘Should I, after tea and cakes and ices, / Have the strength to force the moment to its crisis?’ And yet there is Kipling’s ‘Harp Song of the Dane Women’ – a grim poem of forsaking and threat – where the feminine rhymes are in triplicate eight times, all the way through the poem: ‘She [the sea] has no strong white arms to fold you, / But the ten-times-fingering weed to hold you— / Out on the rocks where the tide has rolled you.’ Nothing could be more serious. So I know there are no absolute rules in poetry. Genius makes its own rules. But I would say that you have to know the (always provisional) rules in order to break them. I don’t believe in accidental innovation. Poetry is, for me, a conscious art. It isn’t spontaneous. It is artificial – sometimes in the ways it pretends to be natural and spontaneous. It doesn’t just happen.

				When Bobby Kennedy came to the Oxford Union, a friend of mine stood next to him in the urinals and noticed he was wearing TV make-up. As far as Kennedy was concerned, he was on TV all the time and wanted to look as natural as possible. He will serve as a figure for poetry.

				In this book, I examine poetry’s relationship to music and the different ways in which music ‘means’ and poetry means. Many of my examples, too, are taken from prose. Unapologetically. In The Guardian (25 January 2014) Adam Foulds, who is a poet and a novelist, observed that many people who used ‘poetic’ as a criticism of the novel – meaning over-written and over-sensitive – displayed ‘a not very accurate understanding of what good poetry is’. I agree with his addendum: ‘Great poetry such as William Wordsworth’s The Prelude is not “poetic” in that sense, in that it is full of the brilliant accuracies you find in good prose.’ Brilliant accuracies and intensity – qualities shared by the best poetry and prose.

				I am against poetry which is vague, pretentious and exaggerated. I am against neither difficult poetry nor pellucid poetry. But poetry has to be cogent in the end. Surrealism, for example, is a cogent strategy of incoherence. If you say propellers are like rashers of bacon, you know you are flouting sense. It isn’t a complicated strategy, and it’s one with diminishing returns. However differently the finger is placed, the same button is pressed and no one answers the door.

				And poetry is naturally various. Each poem should have a unique form – whether it is written as a sonnet, quatrains, sestina, or any other given form. There is inevitably a secret formal agenda, a shared harmony, concord. Here are five fairly radical examples of what I mean. Christopher Reid’s poem ‘A Whole School of Bourgeois Primitives’, a description of a house and garden, is written in stripes – the deckchairs, interference on the television, the cat’s pyjamas, jockeys’ silks. My poem ‘A Martian Sends a Postcard Home’ has the form of a postcard: its observations are laconic and discrete; weather is a standard feature, a required field. ‘Mist is when the sky is tired of flight’, ‘Rain is when the earth is television’, are versions of the postcard’s statutory meteorology. James Fenton’s ‘Lines for Translation into Any Language’ is about the everyday surrealism of war in Vietnam and it has the numbered form of an examination paper: ‘1. I saw that the shanty town had grown over the graves and that the crowd lived among the memorials.’ Diogenes lived, naked, in a barrel. Paul Muldoon’s ‘[Diogenes]’ in Madoc is a trio of pseudo-barrels, a poem of Diogenes decorum: Sara puts her hand into a meal-ark; Southey lies in a claw-foot bath; and a snail mimics Diogenes in a barrel. ‘A tongue-in-cheek snail goes meticulously / across a mattock’s // blade-end.’ Less radically, Carol Ann Duffy’s ‘Stuffed’, a poem about a child molester and soft-toy maker, rhymes the same sound twelve times – an aural index of the obsessive speaker. You can read the full text of these five poems, and others, in the appendix to this book.

				My first chapters consider the word ‘poetry’ when it is used unselfconsciously, without our thinking what it is. I want to examine our unexamined assumptions about poetry – and correct them. Why do we wear ties? The answer may surprise you. To hide the buttons down our shirt fronts. As if the buttons themselves were naughty, halfway to nakedness, immodest. The aim of this book is modest. I want to show you poetry’s buttons. I want to bare its devices.
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				Four Demonstrations

				Must all be vail’d, while he that reads, divines,

				Catching the sense at two removes?

				George Herbert: ‘Jordan’

				I want to begin with two poems I like – one easy to understand, the other notoriously difficult. The easy one first: Ted Hughes’s ‘New Year exhilaration’.

				On the third day

				Finds its proper weather. Pressure

				Climbing and the hard blue sky

				Scoured by gales. The world’s being

				Swept clean. Twigs that can’t cling

				Go flying, last leaves ripped off

				Bowl along roads like daring mice. Imagine

				The new moon hightide sea under this

				Rolling of air-weights. Exhilaration

				Lashes everything. Windows flash,

				White houses dazzle, fields glow red.

				Seas pour in over the land, invisible maelstroms

				Set the house-joints creaking. Every twig-end

				Writes its circles and the earth

				Is massaged with roots. The power of hills

				Hold their bright faces in the wind-shine.

				The hills are being honed. The river

				Thunders like a factory, its weirs

				Are tremendous engines. People

				Walk precariously, the whole landscape

				Is imperilled, like a tarpaulin

				With the wind under it. ‘It nearly

				Blew me up the chymbley!’ And a laugh

				Blows away like a hat.

				We have no difficulty reading this poem. The wind has the force of an invisible sea. We can feel the surge of invention about halfway through. Sure, ‘Every twig-end / Writes its circles’ captures the commotion observantly. But the genius is there in those roots massaging the earth, working the earth, the counter-intuitive comparison of the river to a factory, the roar of the weirs. And then the idea that the landscape itself might blow away, a comic, hyperbolic apocalypse, followed by the comic throw-away end – the laugh and the hat. That surge is the exhilaration of the title.

				Sylvia Plath’s ‘Ariel’ is, by contrast, a difficult poem. The note by Ted Hughes, in Plath’s Collected Poems, informs us Ariel was a horse she rode in Devon. It seems a simple enough fact. But the name ‘Ariel’ is dense with connotation, explosive with implication. The literal is quickly eroded. Most readers will think first of the spirit in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, a creature the opposite of the grossly corporeal Caliban. This fits a gallop in which the rider sheds her body: ‘White / Godiva, I unpeel…’ But there is more. The title, ‘Ariel’, the OED tells us, is the name given to Jerusalem in the Old Testament. It means the lion of god. The Larousse Encyclopedia supplies another sacred lion. In Babylonian-Assyrian mythology, Ishtar is the goddess of morning and evening, of love and war. As goddess of battles she is frequently depicted riding her sacred animal, the lion.

				On the face of it, this allusion seems unlikely. Shakespeare’s The Tempest is one thing, Babylonian-Assyrian mythology quite another – the relatively near-at-hand versus the far-fetched. We see the stooped academic stopped over a dusty tome dredged from the depths of the library stacks.

				How do we know that Plath had Ishtar in mind?

				First, because she and her husband, Ted Hughes, were adepts in mythology. It was a passion for them. They were immersed in the scattered arcana of myth, gripped by the quest for a universal symbolism. To them, every shard seemed to promise completion, a sacred wholeness. Hughes’s book-length study of Shakespeare – Shakespeare and the Goddess of Complete Being – attempts to identify the mythic template underlying all of Shakespeare’s work.

				Secondly, because Plath mentions Ishtar in ‘Last Words’, an earlier poem written in 1961, whose last line is: ‘And the shine of these small things sweeter than the face of Ishtar.’ Neither Plath nor Hughes would think Ishtar too recondite. Myths were their stock in trade. ‘Ariel’ begins in darkness and stasis. Then it accelerates into the red eye of the sun, ‘the cauldron of morning’.

				It is a poem about suicide.

				And I

				Am the arrow, 

				

				The dew that flies

				Suicidal…

				But it is a poem in which suicide is sacrifice, self-sacrifice, for a purpose. When Ishtar goes to the underworld to rescue Tammuz, god of the harvest, she has to pass through seven gates, at each stripping off jewellery and clothing until she is naked:

				White

				Godiva, I unpeel— 

				Dead hands, dead stringencies.

				You see the Hughes–Plath mind-set at work – the way Ishtar morphs into Lady Godiva, an illustration of the essential unity and interchangeability of myth. For both poets, myths were versions of a fundamental psychic DNA, a great universal formula.

				Sylvia Plath’s oeuvre is predicated on the idea of death and rebirth. The Bell Jar is a series of pseudo-deaths and rebirths. For example, Esther has a skiing accident which almost kills her but returns her to the status of a baby: she hurtles towards ‘the pebble at the bottom of the well, the white sweet baby cradled in its mother’s belly’.

				In ‘Ariel’, the death imagery is there in the ‘Black sweet blood mouthfuls’ – at once blackberries and a quasi-hemlock. And also in the ‘Dead hands, dead stringencies’. These are supplanted by the harvest growth, foaming to wheat, and the baby’s birth-cry.

				Ariel, the OED additionally tells us, means ‘altar’, ‘the fire-hearth of God’. Where Ishtar might sacrifice herself to save Tammuz. Or, in this update, this adaptation, Sylvia Plath might sacrifice herself to save Ted.

				We need to know that Sylvia Plath tried to kill herself several times in her life and that, although she asked her husband to leave, she was inconsolable – ‘Once one has seen God, what is the remedy?’ This line from ‘Mystic’ epitomises her uncompromising, extreme romantic temperament. Without these facts, the poems are impossible to interpret. While she was alive, and for a time after her death, they couldn’t be revealed. ‘Sheep in Fog’, for example, is a figure for self-obliteration. Sheep in fog are invisible. But you can’t read a poem like this on Radio 3 and introduce it by saying you are drawn to suicide. Instead, Plath said: ‘In this poem, the speaker’s horse is proceeding at a slow, cold walk down a hill of macadam to the stable at the bottom. It is December. It is foggy. In the fog there are sheep.’ True – as far as it goes. Which isn’t far enough.

				From these two very different poems, one by Ted Hughes, one by Sylvia Plath; one accessible, one encrypted, I draw this conclusion. To understand, to read poems, you use undogma­tically whatever is necessary, whatever your intelligence suggests. The only fatal thing is to believe poems are without meaning – sense in the ordinary sense.

				According to Hugh Haughton in The Poetry of Derek Mahon, ‘A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford’ is ‘one of the most complex political poems of the twentieth century’.

				It isn’t a political poem at all.

				Haughton, like Tom Paulin in The Secret Life of Poems, has succumbed to the prejudice that all Northern Irish poems must be about the Troubles. For Paulin, ‘A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford’ is a ‘very subtle and finely tuned response’ to the Troubles, in which Mahon ‘manages to avoid the self-conscious persona of poet commenting on the Troubles’. In other words, the poem’s secret is that it is really about the Troubles, though it seems not to be.

				Actually, Paulin has very little to say about the meaning of the poem. He mentions ‘the Holocaust theme’. He mentions ‘the theme of aesthetic anxiety’. He doesn’t mention the binding theme – those mushrooms which have been abandoned by their creator. Mahon has written a poem about a world in which there is no God. ‘Let the god not abandon us / Who have come so far in darkness and in pain.’

				John Banville is nearer the heart of the poem – roughly at its sternum – when he says it is ‘a great elegy for the lost ones of the world’. The mushrooms are the doomed of Pompeii and Treblinka, the victims of the Ancien Régime in pre-revolutionary France – all analogues that are explicitly evoked. It is an elegy for the lost and the suffering. It is also something more.

				What does the first line mean? ‘Even now there are places where a thought might grow – ’ It means places where the spiritual, where the idea, might make itself materially manifest, might become incarnate. It raises the idea of creation, of animated matter – comparable to man, the thinking animal. Mahon’s mushrooms, therefore, are the embodiment of a second creation of thinking matter, after humans – a poetic fiction, thinking mushrooms.

				‘Even now there are places where a thought might grow…’ Even now. It is difficult to hear this without summoning the Third Priest in T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral:

				The critical moment

				That is always now, and here.

				Even now, in sordid particulars

				The eternal design may appear.

				I think that Mahon had Eliot’s lines in mind – consciously or unconsciously, it doesn’t matter – when he considered the idea of the eternal design disappearing. The mushrooms ‘lift frail heads in gravity and good faith’ [my italics].

				‘A Disused Shed in Co. Wexford’ is a very good poem and a very clear poem if it is read correctly. But some contemporary readers prefer confusion. In The Guardian (15 March 2014), Fiona Sampson was reviewing Lavinia Greenlaw’s version of Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde: Sampson ended by invoking ‘the mystery that is the mark of real poetry’.

				Primo Levi’s essay against this trend, ‘On Obscure Writing’, has its moments of argumentative hysteria: ‘it is not by chance that the two least decipherable German poets, Trakl and Celan, both died as suicides.’ However, Levi is right, I believe, to insist that obscurity, even if it isn’t a short-cut to suicide, isn’t in itself a virtue. Waller’s ‘Goe Lovely Rose’ is a great, unforgettable lyric and not in the least obscure. It works in the tradition of the carpe diem, paying its elegant and expected compliments, urging the beloved to relent, until it suddenly shocks us with the curt command, ‘Then die’. Die as a demonstration of mortality, of how quickly the quick become the dead. Anyone who can read feels the force of this injunction. I think T. S. Eliot has something to answer for when he prescribed, as a condition for poetry in his time, that it should be ‘difficult’. But he has been punished by several generations of academic readers happy to import confusion, complication and incoherence into his poetry.

				Edward Thomas’s ‘Old Man’, as its title might lead you to expect, looks, in its last line, directly at death: ‘Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end.’ The whole poem is about the two names of the same herb – Lad’s-love and Old Man – and the way in which we lose the specifics of the first in the impaired recall of the other. Early love, lad’s love, is lost love, irrecoverable in its essentials: ‘As for myself, / Where first I met the bitter scent is lost.’ Edward Thomas gifts us a Proustian moment, a madeleine moment, whose source remains stubbornly out of sight. The old man of the poem tries ‘Once more to think what it is I am remembering, / Always in vain.’ The qualia, the sensation, the detail, the actuality of love have gone missing, ‘Yet I would rather give up others more sweet, / With no meaning, than this bitter one.’ It might be Tennyson feeling the bruised aura left by Rosa Baring, the girl who deserted him to marry Robert Duncombe Shafto.

				The herb has two names, twice repeated, at the beginning of the poem and almost at the very end, but the title, ‘Old Man’, decides the controlling epithet. I invoke Tennyson deliberately because ‘Old Man’ is Edward Thomas’s palimpsest, his cover version of Tennyson’s ‘Tears, Idle Tears’. ‘I know not what they [the idle tears] mean’, writes Tennyson. Nevertheless, they are ‘deep as love, / Deep as first love, and wild with all regret.’

				For Glyn Maxwell, in On Poetry, the Thomas poem is about a child growing away from its parent – an interpretation he enforces with rhetoric: ‘And now, with what barely breathed and creeping terror does he place himself there, where she [the daughter] was just now, where he was long ago, where they both were long ago. Nowhere in all of poetry do I find an agonising abyssal emptiness such as Thomas has in the two words “Once more” – he tries to make the rest of that line last forever.’ The line in question is: ‘Once more to think what it is I am remembering’. It won’t bear the amplified baloney Maxwell is determined to balance on it.

				Bad readers, like the poor, are always with us. And their badness takes the form of the complacent confusion they bring to poetry. Poetry isn’t diminished by clarity.
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				Poetry as an Art

				You remember that moment in Anthony Minghella’s film The English Patient when a penitent Ralph Fiennes is sewing a tear he has passionately made in Kristin Scott Thomas’s adulterous underwear? A great ironic moment, exploiting and acknowledging the cliché of the bodice-ripper. When I was Poetry Editor at Faber, a sales rep called Gill Hess asked why the firm couldn’t publish a bodice-ripper. I answered him: ‘Because no one at Fabers knows the difference between a good bodice-ripper and a bad bodice-ripper.’ There is a difference. Another publisher recently explained to me the difference between a literary novel and a novel that might be sold in Tesco. It was not that the popular novel was badly written and the literary novel well written. It was that there was no writing at all in the popular novel. A popular novel should not distract the reader with writing. Reading a popular novel should be like watching television. Whereas poetry is all writing. It is the opposite of watching television. Attention must be paid, as Linda Loman says of her husband Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman.

				On the other hand, poetry has to sell itself – without selling out.

				How does it sell itself? In ‘Writing Poetry is an Unnatural Act…’, some notes for an essay on poetry, Elizabeth Bishop meditates on the self-evident artificiality of poetry – and the need to persuade the reader that it is spontaneous. You might think there is a spectrum of spontaneity – with the bunk-side manner of Frost at one extreme and the Tennyson of ‘The Lady of Shalott’ or Dylan Thomas’s candidly artificial ‘Altarwise by Owl-Light’ at the other. This is true, but all poetry is artificial. Elizabeth Bishop’s image for this hybridity, for this negotiation between the artificial and the apparently spontaneous, is her grandmother’s glass eye and her grandmother’s other, seeing eye, the former often arbitrarily, implausibly angled. In ‘The Three Voices of Poetry’, T. S. Eliot said dramatic poetry should be as natural as possible, the way people would speak if people spoke in verse. There is a space between reality and its representation that has to be negotiated and minimised. This space requires what Coleridge called ‘the willing suspension of disbelief’. Contrivance requires connivance: it helps if, as a reader, you have an educated squint. Occasionally, you encounter undergraduates who are theoretically outraged that Wordsworth thought of his Lyrical Ballads as ‘the real language of men’ – an absurdity, they argue, because real men don’t speak in verse. As if Wordsworth were unaware of this fact.

				Not simply connivance, also pleasure in that contrivance. It seems odd to me that we are still trapped in the idea that art and sincerity are logically incompatible. It begins with Dr Johnson on Milton’s elegy ‘Lycidas’ and the pastoral: ‘where there is leisure for fiction, there is little grief.’ We can test this, using Thomas Wyatt’s poem ‘In Mourning Wise Since Daily I Increase’, his great elegy for Brereton, Smeaton, Norris, Weston and George Boleyn, all those executed for their alleged adultery with Anne Boleyn. Wyatt was also arrested. He was known to have had a romantic attachment to Anne before she married Henry VIII. But he was released without charge. There is a moment of great art, of frank art, in the poem: ‘the axe is home, your heads be in the street’. The witty play here is on ‘home’ and eviction, ‘in the street’ – where the heads of the executed were displayed on spikes. Wyatt says the paper he writes on is wet with tears. But we do not need this asseveration to believe in Wyatt’s sincerity. The writing of the poem itself tells us he was sincere. It was a potentially fatal act to sympathise with the executed. Wyatt was risking his life, as he must have known, having been in the Tower so recently himself. And yet he writes, with supreme art, ‘the axe is home, your heads be in the street’.

				I want to argue that poetry needs no excuse, no special pleading, no vanishing cream to be applied to its art. It is like theatre, where we relish the artificiality, the equivalences. By equivalences I mean the way theatre bares the device, is candidly artful, when it transfers to the stage something impossible – the blinding of Gloucester, the suicide of Madame Butterfly. Or someone walking through a waterfall. In 1989, Peter Sellars directed a production of Velimir Khlebnikov’s play Zangezi – A Supersaga in 20 Planes at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. He was using Paul Schmidt’s translation, which I read beforehand. With this preparation, I was possibly the only member of the audience who realised what was happening when Zangezi walked through the waterfall. To the other members of the audience, the actor simply shook and wafted up a huge sheet of cling film until it was head-height and he could step under it. Sellars hit it with every light in the house as the actor batted the cling film with both hands, as if forcing his way through a torrent. The film of Keita Asari’s 1986 Milan production of Madame Butterfly is another case in point. As in kabuki, stage-hands are dressed in black so that we know they are invisible. Here, Butterfly’s seppuku involved a white sheet with four ‘invisible’ stage-hands at each corner. She knelt in the centre of the sheet and stabbed herself with a closed Japanese fighting fan. Which she then opened, pleat by pleat, in pulses, gasps, rhythmic bumps. Each pleat was blood-red. And as she knelt ‘bleeding’, the stage-hands eased the four sections of white sheet towards them to disclose a red under-sheet that grew and grew. You could dismiss this as contrivance. It is contrived. But it is also inspired. It is a great illusion.

				Recently I was on Radio 3’s Essential Classics. A feature of the show is called ‘Personal Shopper’. After choosing your own guest selection of records, the presenter Sarah Walker finds a CD she thinks you might like. For me, she chose a piece by Louis Spohr, a contemporary of Beethoven, in a later nineteenth-century version, arranged for bassoon. When I heard it in the studio, I couldn’t hear the player taking breaths. But on headphones later, I could hear the breaths – and the music was transfigured. Breaths are not part of music. You wouldn’t hear them in the concert hall. You might see them. When I heard the breaths, the device was bared, the means exposed. Breath, lungs, blood in the face, effort, tensile lips, eyes following the score, ribcage lifting – these are the means and they show us that the sublime disembodied sound we hear is an illusion and a transcendence.

				Instead of being embarrassed by poetry’s artificiality, we should glory in its illusions, its metaphors, its images, its rhythms, its form, its equivalences.

				And we should revel in its care, its often invisible care. When 
theatre directors work on a play with the actors, they spend six to eight weeks rehearsing. This is partly so that, when it comes to the first night, the actors will have the moves in their muscles and the words lodged in their lips and tongues and palates – an automism that overrides nerves. When Howard Davies directed Christopher Hampton’s play The Talking Cure at the National Theatre, James Hazeldine, the actor playing Freud, died. The Scottish actor Bill Paterson was brought in, learned the lines and the moves in a day, went on and performed perfectly. As he came off-stage for the last time on opening night, he resigned and refused to continue the run. He was too terrified. That is what rehearsals are for. They are also a process by which director and actors consider the detail, this detail, that detail, the details, till every detail is right. It matters. This is why the director gives notes – correcting the details, adjusting an emphasis, reminding the actors of what has been agreed in the rehearsal room, about tone, delivery, gesture, speed, energy. Often a director will be dismayed at what has gone wrong, detail that has gone missing – although the audience registers little of this perfectionism. Except subliminally.

				The same is true of poetry, which is an art of micro-adjustments – of this word rather than that, this rationed repetition, this euphony, this calculated dissonance, this decision to sacrifice a sound effect to clarity. For instance, in Marvell’s ‘The Garden’, we read about ‘luscious clusters’ of the vine, which ‘crush’ themselves against the mouth. The repeated vowel ‘u’, the short ‘u’, isn’t an accident. It is mimetic. Compare Tennyson’s ‘Laborious orient ivory, sphere in sphere’ in The Princess to invoke those interlocking carved ivory circles. A smaller example, the phrase ‘modest breasts’: modest meaning ‘small’, possibly ‘concealed’. In this case, the breasts are exposed, so the idea of pudeur is invoked ironically. We are left with ‘modest’ as ‘small’. The proximity of one small breast to another small breast is mirrored in the close internal rhyme, ‘modest breasts’. The potential crudity of the mimesis is offset by the inexactitude of the rhyme. I know all this is true because it comes from a poem I wrote yesterday. I am giving you my working, as mathematicians say. The reader may not be aware of all the invisible mending, but he knows when there’s a tear or a hole.

				For centuries, poets have had an implicit contract with the reader that poems mean something or some things, that they aren’t exercises in endless deferral of meaning. One exception is Dylan Thomas whose syntax often deliberately forestalls resolution. (We read him for the other, clear passages: ‘And the sabbath rang slowly / In the pebbles of the holy streams.’) Mostly the reader is entitled to expect resolution and meaning. Poetry isn’t a perverse crossword puzzle, without answers, designed to divert setter and solver until eternity. But we are wary of equating poetry with the shallow, solvable puzzle. We should be equally wary, however, of equating poetry with espionage, requiring an Enigma machine and a team of code-breakers from Bletchley Park. Think about Blake’s ‘The Clod and the Pebble’, a perfectly simple parable of human behaviour – simple, but profound. Profundity doesn’t always entail difficulty and an interpretative oubliette. On the other hand, ‘the moment in the draughty church at smokefall’ in Eliot’s ‘Burnt Norton’ presents a candid difficulty. What is ‘smokefall’? Out of the several possible answers – London particulars, dense yellow fogs, dusk – the most satisfying answer is ‘incense’. We are often told that there are no right answers where poetry is concerned. But ‘smokefall’ for ‘incense’ is a beautiful poetic re-consideration and re-description of incense – at once an exact fit, a perfect fit, and a complete re-invention.

				Compare Emily Dickinson’s flower in ‘I could bring You Jewels’: we aren’t told the subject is a flower, its identity is never named; it is ‘this little Blaze / Flickering to itself – in the Meadow’. You might plausibly think she intends a butterfly. Compare Robert Browning’s ‘James Lee’s Wife’ in which the butterflies are blots of flame. What resolves the dilemma in favour of a flower? Firstly, Emily Dickinson’s common practice, well-attested, of sending a flower with an accompanying poem. And there is, too, a contrast, a hint of paradox, between the concept of ‘blaze’, however ‘little’, and the concept of ‘flicker’. The tension between the two is resolved by the new context. Singled out, the flower blazes. In the field, with other nature, it flickered in the breeze. More, it flickered ‘to itself’, a figure for loneliness, whereas now it has been kindled by the loved person who receives it to a passionate blaze.

				Dickinson gives us all the information we need to get to the destination. Auden said that poetry makes nothing happen. Poetry itself doesn’t happen. However spontaneous it seems, the flower has been arranged.

				Is there any middle ground between poetry with answers and poetry without answers? Sometimes the answer is poised perfectly between possibilities – clear but undecided – for example, Ezra Pound’s ‘In a Station of the Metro’, a classic imagist poem.

				In Richard Sieburth’s edition of Pound’s Selected Poems and Translations, the spacing of the poem is that of its first magazine publication.

				The apparition   of these faces   in the crowd   :

				Petals   on a wet, black   bough   .

				Pound’s theories of Chinese poetry, taken from Ernest Fenollosa, were centred on the concrete pictorial nature of the ideogram. Pound described this poem as ‘hokku-like’. It shares brevity with the haiku and perhaps this spacing is meant to reproduce (loosely) the three phrases of the haiku of five, seven and five syllables. Perhaps. I think it is an example of concrete poetry. Just as William Carlos Williams’s poem about a wheelbarrow mimics the shape of the wheelbarrow in each stanza in a carmen figuratum:

				a red wheel

				barrow

				Equally, Pound is representing the faces and the space separating them.

				We could say that Pound’s title definitively locates the reader in the Paris underground. On the other hand, we could describe Pound’s evocation of a modern transport system as transporting us elsewhere. Just as the word ‘transport’ moves semantically between the idea of moving vehicles and the idea of joy, so this scene at the metro moves between the underground and the underworld. It is an equation made by Saul Bellow in The Adventures of Augie March, Chapter XXIII: ‘This was just before dawn, by the descent-into-hell stairs of the subway…’ [my italics]

				It seems an obvious poetic move and one that Seamus Heaney makes twice. In ‘The Underground’, the opening poem of Station Island, Heaney remembers running to the Proms in the underground tunnels of Exhibition Road. The buttons on his wife’s coat are popping off one by one as they hurry to the concert in the Royal Albert Hall. Heaney remembers not daring to look back – a reference to Orpheus going back, unsuccessfully, to rescue his wife Eurydice from the underworld. In District and Circle, the title poem candidly equates the Circle line with the circles of the underworld: the dead, the ghosts, are there in the reflections Heaney sees in the carriage windows.

				I think something similar is intended in Pound’s poem – a hint, though, a sketch, a ghosting of the modern with the ancient pagan underworld. In ‘The Return’, Pound imagines the return of the pagan gods – and how enfeebled they are, these survivors of a defeated world. Yeats presents in ‘The Wanderings of Oisin’ a similar vision of paganism’s defeat by Christianity.

				The key word is ‘apparition’ – a sudden manifestation and a synonym for ‘ghost’. Then there is the ‘wet, black bough’, ghosted by the golden bough torn by Aeneas to gain passage into the underworld in Book 6 of the Aeneid. Not the golden bough proper, but an echo, a diminuendo, an entropic version, fading even as we find it. The bough isn’t an exact, certain parallel, but the disturbing, tentative hint of one.

				So, poetry can be difficult, yet equally it can be simple, but, unless it is automatic writing, it is always shaped by authorial intention.

				Poetry is an art. It is artifice. A sonnet isn’t a sunset. That’s why poets were once known as makers. What kind of an art 
is it?

				A sexual analogy, suggested by something Seamus Heaney said to me about Finnegans Wake when I interviewed him in 1981 for a BBC programme about Joyce. He said Joyce’s words were ‘slippy with delight’. There is an element of heightened, erotic excitement to poetry. Poetry excites the prosaic, whetting the words, working the words to a climax.
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