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            TO CLIO, MUSE OF HISTORY
      

         

         
            On learning that The Etruscan Warrior in the Metropolitan Museum of Art is proved a modern forgery
      

         

         
            
               
                  One more casualty,
      

                  One more screen memory penetrated at last
      

                  To be destroyed in the endless anamnesis
      

                  Always progressing, never arriving at a cure.
      

                  My childhood in the glare of that giant form
      

                  Corrupts with history, for I too fought in the War.
      

               

               
                  He, great male beauty
      

                  That stood for the sexual thrust of power,
      

                  His target eyes inviting the universal victim
      

                  To fatal seduction, the crested and greaved
      

                  Survivor long after shield and sword are dust,
      

                  Has now become another lie about our life.
      

               

               
                  Smash the idol, of course.
      

                  Bury the pieces deep as the interest of truth
      

                  Requires. And you may in time compose the future
      

                  Smoothly without him, though it is too late
      

                  To disinfect the past of his huge effigy
      

                  By any further imposition of your hands.
      

               

               
                  But tell us no more
      

                  Enchantments, Clio. History has given
      

                  And taken away; murders become memories,
      

                  And memories become the beautiful obligations:
      

                  As with a dream interpreted by one still sleeping,
      

                  The interpretation is only the next room of the dream.
      

               

               
                  For I remember how
      

                  We children stared, learning from him
      

                  Unspeakable things about war that weren’t in the books;
      

                  And how the museum store offered for sale
      

                  His photographic reproductions in full color
      

                  With the ancient genitals blacked out.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            SANTA CLAUS
      

         

         
            
               
                  Somewhere on his travels the strange Child
      

                  Picked up with this overstuffed confidence man,
      

                  Affection’s inverted thief, who climbs at night
      

                  Down chimneys, into dreams, with this world’s goods.
      

                  Bringing all the benevolence of money,
      

                  He teaches the innocent to want, thus keeps
      

                  Our fat world rolling. His prescribed costume,
      

                  White flannel beard, red belly of cotton waste,
      

                  Conceals the thinness of essential hunger,
      

                  An appetite that feeds on satisfaction;
      

                  Or, pregnant with possessions, he brings forth
      

                  Vanity and the void. His name itself
      

                  Is corrupted, and even Saint Nicholas, in his turn,
      

                  Gives off a faint and reminiscent stench,
      

                  The merest soupçon, of brimstone and the pit.
      

               

               
                  Now, at the season when the Child is born
      

                  To suffer for the world, suffer the world,
      

                  His bloated Other, jovial satellite
      

                  And sycophant, makes his appearance also
      

                  In a glitter of goodies, in a rock candy glare.
      

                  Played at the better stores by bums, for money,
      

                  This annual savior of the economy
      

                  Speaks in the parables of the dollar sign:
      

                  Suffer the little children to come to Him.
      

               

               
                  At Easter, he’s anonymous again,
      

                  Just one of the crowd lunching on Calvary.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            TO THE MANNEQUINS
      

         

         
            
               
                  Adorable images,
      

                  Plaster of Paris
      

                  Lilies of the field,
      

                  You are not alive, therefore
      

                  Pathos will be out of place.
      

               

               
                  But I have learned
      

                  A fact about your fate,
      

                  And it is this:
      

               

               
                  After you go out of fashion
      

                  Beneath your many fashions,
      

                  Or when your elbows and knees
      

                  Have been bruised powdery white,
      

                  So that you are no good to anybody—
      

               

               
                  They will take away your gowns,
      

                  Your sables and bathing suits,
      

                  Leaving exposed before all men
      

                  Your inaccessible bellies
      

                  And pointless nubilities.
      

                  Movers will come by night
      

                  And load you into trucks
      

                  And take you away to the Camps,
      

                  Where soldiers, or the State Police,
      

                  Will use you as targets
      

                  For small-arms practice,
      

               

               
                  Leading me to inquire,
      

                  Since pathos is out of place,
      

                  What it is that they are practicing.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE IRON CHARACTERS
      

         

         
            
               
                  The iron characters, keepers of the public confidence,
      

                  The sponsors, fund-raisers, and members of the board,
      

                  Who naturally assume their seats among the governors,
      

                  Who place their names behind the issue of bonds
      

                  And are consulted in the formation of cabinets,
      

                  The catastrophes of war, depression, and natural disaster:
      

                  They represent us in responsibilities many and great.
      

                  It is no wonder, then, if in a moment of crisis,
      

                  Before the microphones, under the lights, on a great occasion,
      

                  One of them will break down in hysterical weeping
      

                  Or fall in an epileptic seizure, or if one day
      

                  We read in the papers of one’s having been found
      

                  Naked and drunk in a basement with three high school boys,
      

                  Of one who jumped from the window of his hospital room.
      

                  For are they not as ourselves in these things also?
      

                  Let the orphan, the pauper, the thief, the derelict drunk,
      

                  And all those of no fixed address, shed tears of rejoicing
      

                  For the broken minds of the strong, the torn flesh of the just.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DON JUAN TO THE STATUE
      

         

         
            
               
                  Dominant marble, neither will I yield!
      

                  The soul endures at one with its election,
      

                  Lover to bed or soldier to the field,
      

                  Your daughter’s the cause of this & that erection.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE FOREVER ALIEN
      

         

         
            
               
                  When I become the land, when they will build
      

                  Blast furnaces over me, and lay black asphalt
      

                  For hundreds of miles across my ribs, and wheels
      

                  Begin to bounce interminably on the bone;
      

                  When I enter, at last, America, when l am
      

                  Part of her progress and a true patriot,
      

                  And the schoolchildren sing of my sacrifice,
      

                  Remembering the burial day of my birth—
      

                  Then even the efficient will have to forgive me,
      

                  The investigators approve my security,
      

                  And those that harden their hearts welcome me home.
      

               

               
                  Then, in that day, my countrymen,
      

                  When I shall come among you fleeced as the lamb
      

                  And in the diaper of the grave newly arrayed,
      

                  The Adam Qadmon, the greenhorn immigrant,
      

                  Shall pass the customs at the port of entry
      

                  Where the Guardian Lady lifts her flaming sword.
      

                  Forgiven the original sin of his origin,
      

                  He comes as a bond redeemed, as newly negotiable,
      

                  To be as a soybean before you.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A SPELL BEFORE WINTER
      

         

         
            
               
                  After the red leaf and the gold have gone,
      

                  Brought down by the wind, then by hammering rain
      

                  Bruised and discolored, when October’s flame
      

                  Goes blue to guttering in the cusp, this land
      

                  Sinks deeper into silence, darker into shade.
      

                  There is a knowledge in the look of things,
      

                  The old hills hunch before the north wind blows.
      

               

               
                  Now I can see certain simplicities
      

                  In the darkening rust and tarnish of the time,
      

                  And say over the certain simplicities,
      

                  The running water and the standing stone,
      

                  The yellow haze of the willow and the black
      

                  Smoke of the elm, the silver, silent light
      

                  Where suddenly, readying toward nightfall,
      

                  The sumac’s candelabrum darkly flames.
      

                  And I speak to you now with the land’s voice,
      

                  It is the cold, wild land that says to you
      

                  A knowledge glimmers in the sleep of things:
      

                  The old hills hunch before the north wind blows.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            HUMAN THINGS
      

         

         
            
               
                  When the sun gets low, in winter,
      

                  The lapstreaked side of a red barn
      

                  Can put so flat a stop to its light
      

                  You’d think everything was finished.
      

               

               
                  Each dent, fray, scratch, or splinter,
      

                  Any gray weathering where the paint
      

                  Has scaled off, is a healed scar
      

                  Grown harder with the wounds of light.
      

               

               
                  Only a tree’s trembling shadow
      

                  Crosses that ruined composure; even
      

                  Nail holes look deep enough to swallow
      

                  Whatever light has left to give.
      

               

               
                  And after sundown, when the wall
      

                  Slowly surrenders its color, the rest
      

                  Remains, its high, obstinate
      

                  Hulk more shadowy than the night.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            IDEA
      

         

         
            
               
                  Idea blazes in darkness, a lonely star.
      

                  The witching hour is not twelve, but one.
      

                  Pure thought, in principle, some say, is near
      

                  Madness, but the independent mind thinks on,
      

                  Breathing and burning, abstract as the air.
      

               

               
                  Supposing all this were a game of chess.
      

                  One learned to do without the pieces first,
      

                  And then the board; and finally, I guess,
      

                  Without the game. The lightship gone adrift,
      

                  Endangering others with its own distress.
      

               

               
                  O holy light! All other stars are gone,
      

                  The shapeless constellations sag and fall
      

                  Till navigation fails, though ships go on
      

                  This merry, mad adventure as before
      

                  Their single-minded masters meant to drown.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            SOMEWHERE
      

         

         
            
               
                  A girl this evening regrets her surrender with tears,
      

                  A schoolboy knows he will be unprepared tomorrow.
      

                  A father, aware of having behaved viciously,
      

                  Is unable to speak; his child weeps obstinately.
      

                  Somewhere a glutton waits for himself to vomit,
      

                  An unfaithful wife resists the temptation to die.
      

               

               
                  The stones of the city have been here for centuries,
      

                  The tides have been washing backwards and forwards
      

                  In sunlight, in starlight, since before the beginning.
      

                  Down in the swamp a red fox runs quietly, quietly
      

                  Under the owl’s observation, those yellow eyes
      

                  That eat through the darkness. Hear the shrew cry!
      

               

               
                  Somewhere a story is told, someone is singing
      

                  Of careless love in the hands of its creditors.
      

                  It is of Yseult, Antigone, Tarquin with Lucrece,
      

                  The Brides in the Bath…. Those who listen
      

                  Lean forward bemused, rapt with the sweet seductions
      

                  Punishable by death, with the song’s word: long ago.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DE ANIMA
      

         

         
            
               
                  Now it is night, now in the brilliant room
      

                  A girl stands at the window looking out,
      

                  But sees, in the darkness of the frame,
      

                  Only her own image.
      

               

               
                  And there is a young man across the street
      

                  Who looks at the girl and into the brilliant room.
      

                  They might be in love, might be about to meet,
      

                  If this were a romance.
      

               

               
                  In looking at herself, she tries to look
      

                  Beyond herself, and half become another,
      

                  Admiring and resenting, maybe dreaming
      

                  Her lover might see her so.
      

               

               
                  The other, the stranger standing in cold and dark,
      

                  Looks at the young girl in her crystalline room.
      

                  He sees clearly, and hopelessly desires,
      

                  A life that is not his.
      

               

               
                  Given the blindness of her self-possession,
      

                  The luminous vision revealed to his despair,
      

                  We look to both sides of the glass at once
      

                  And see no future in it.
      

               

               
                  These pure divisions hurt us in some realm
      

                  Of parable beyond belief, beyond
      

                  The temporal mind. Why is it sorrowful?
      

                  Why do we want them together?
      

               

               
                  Is it the spirit, ransacking through the earth
      

                  After its image, its being, its begetting?
      

                  The spirit sorrows, for what lovers bring
      

                  Into the world is death,
      

               

               
                  The most exclusive romance, after all,
      

                  The sort that lords and ladies listen to
      

                  With selfish tears, when she draws down the shade,
      

                  When he has turned away,
      

               

               
                  When the blind embryo with his bow of bees,
      

                  His candied arrows tipped with flower heads,
      

                  Turns from them too, for mercy or for grief
      

                  Refusing to be, refusing to die.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            BLUE SUBURBAN
      

         

         
            
               
                  Out in the elegy country, summer evenings,
      

                  It used to be always six o’clock, or seven,
      

                  Where the fountain of the willow always wept
      

                  Over the lawn, where the shadows crept longer
      

                  But came no closer, where the talk was brilliant,
      

                  The laughter friendly, where they all were young
      

                  And taken by the darkness in surprise
      

                  That night should come and the small lights go on
      

                  In the lonely house down in the elegy country,
      

                  Where the bitter things were said and the drunken friend
      

                  Steadied themselves away in their courses
      

                  For industrious ruin or casual disaster
      

                  Under a handful of pale, permanent stars.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THESE WORDS ALSO
      

         

         
            
               
                  There is her mother’s letter on the table
      

                  Where it was opened and read and put down
      

                  In a morning remaining what it never was,
      

                  Remaining what it will not be again.
      

                  These words also, earth, the sun brings forth
      

                  In the moment of his unbearable brilliancy:
      

                  “After a night of drink and too much talk,
      

                  After the casual companions had gone home,
      

                  She did this….” How the silence must have grown
      

                  Austere, as the unanswerable phone
      

                  Rang in a room that wanted to be empty.
      

               

               
                  The garden holds its sunlight heavy and still
      

                  As if in a gold frame around the flowers
      

                  That nod and never change, the picture-book
      

                  Flowers of somebody’s forbidden childhood,
      

                  Pale lemony lilies, pansies with brilliant scowls
      

                  Pretending to be children. Only they live,
      

                  And it is beautiful enough, to live,
      

                  Having to do with hunger and reflection,
      

                  A matter of thresholds, of thoughtless balancings.
      

               

               
                  The black and gold morning goes on, and
      

                  What is a girl’s life? There on the path
      

                  Red ants are pulling a shiny beetle along
      

                  Through the toy kingdom where nobody thinks.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            VERMEER
      

         

         
            
               
                  Taking what is, and seeing it as it is,
      

                  Pretending to no heroic stances or gestures,
      

                  Keeping it simple; being in love with light
      

                  And the marvelous things that light is able to do,
      

                  How beautiful! a modesty which is
      

                  Seductive extremely, the care for daily things.
      

               

               
                  At one for once with sunlight falling through
      

                  A leaded window, the holy mathematic
      

                  Plays out the cat’s cradle of relation
      

                  Endlessly; even the inexorable
      

                  Domesticates itself and becomes charm.
      

                  If I could say to you, and make it stick,
      

                  A girl in a red hat, a woman in blue
      

                  Reading a letter, a lady weighing gold…
      

                  If I could say this to you so you saw,
      

                  And knew, and agreed that this was how it was
      

                  In a lost city across the sea of years,
      

                  I think we should be for one moment happy
      

                  In the great reckoning of those little rooms
      

                  Where the weight of life has been lifted and made light,
      

                  Or standing invisible on the shore opposed,
      

                  Watching the water in the foreground dream
      

                  Reflectively, taking a view of Delft
      

                  As it was, under a wide and darkening sky.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            THE END OF SUMMER SCHOOL
      

         

         
            
               
                  At dawn today the spider’s web was cold
      

                  With dew heavy as silver to the sight,
      

                  Where, kicked and spun, with clear wings befouled,
      

                  Lay in the shrouds some victims of the night.
      

               

               
                  This morning, too, as if they had decided,
      

                  A few first leaves came loose and drifted down
      

                  Still slopes of air; in silence they paraded
      

                  Their ominous detachment to the lawn.
      

               

               
                  How strange and slow the many apples ripened
      

                  And suddenly were red beneath the bough,
      

                  A master of our school has said this happened
      

                  “Quiet as grass can ruminate a cow.”
      

               

               
                  And now the seeds go on their voyages,
      

                  Drifting, gliding, spinning in quiet storms
      

                  Obedient to the air’s lightest laws;
      

                  And where they fall, a few will find their forms.
      

               

               
                  And baby spiders, on their shining threads,
      

                  The middle air make glisten gold all day;
      

                  Sailing, as if the sun had blessed their roads,
      

                  Hundreds of miles, and sometimes out to sea.
      

               

               
                  This is the end of summer school, the change
      

                  Behind the green wall and the steady weather:
      

                  Something that turns upon a hidden hinge
      

                  Brings down the dead leaf and live seed together,
      

               

               
                  And of the strength that slowly warps the stars
      

                  To strange harbors, the learned pupil knows
      

                  How adamant the anvil, fierce the hearth
      

                  Where imperceptible summer turns the rose.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            TO DAVID, ABOUT HIS EDUCATION
      

         

         
            
               
                  The world is full of mostly invisible things,
      

                  And there is no way but putting the mind’s eye,
      

                  Or its nose, in a book, to find them out,
      

                  Things like the square root of Everest
      

                  Or how many times Byron goes into Texas,
      

                  Or whether the law of the excluded middle
      

                  Applies west of the Rockies. For these
      

                  And the like reasons, you have to go to school
      

                  And study books and listen to what you are told,
      

                  And sometimes try to remember. Though I don’t know
      

                  What you will do with the mean annual rainfall
      

                  On Plato’s Republic, or the calorie content
      

                  Of the Diet of Worms, such things are said to be
      

                  Good for you, and you will have to learn them
      

                  In order to become one of the grown-ups
      

                  Who sees invisible things neither steadily nor whole,
      

                  But keeps gravely the grand confusion of the world
      

                  Under his hat, which is where it belongs,
      

                  And teaches small children to do this in their turn.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            GNOMES
      

         

         A SACRIFICED AUTHOR
      

         
            
               
                  Father, he cried, after the critics’ chewing,
      

                  Forgive them, for they know not what I’m doing.
      

               

            

         

         LOVE
      

         
            
               
                  A sandwich and a beer might cure these ills
      

                  If only Boys and Girls were Bars and Grills.
      

               

            

         

         MINIM
      

         
            
               
                  The red butterflies are so beautiful!
      

                  But they will not stand still to be looked at.
      

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DEBATE WITH THE RABBI
      

         

         
            
               
                  You’ve lost your religion, the Rabbi said.
      

                  It wasn’t much to keep, said I.
      

                  You should affirm the spirit, said he,
      

                  And the communal solidarity.
      

                  I don’t feel so solid, I said.
      

               

               
                  We are the people of the Book, the Rabbi said.
      

                  Not of the phone book, said I.
      

                  Ours is a great tradition, said he,
      

                  And a wonderful history.
      

                  But history’s over, I said.
      

               

               
                  We Jews are creative people, the Rabbi said.
      

                  Make something, then, said I.
      

                  In science and in art, said he,
      

                  Violinists and physicists have we.
      

                  Fiddle and physic indeed, I said.
      

               

               
                  Stubborn and stiff-necked man! the Rabbi cried.
      

                  The pain you give me, said I.
      

                  Instead of bowing down, said he,
      

                  You go on in your obstinacy.
      

                  We Jews are that way, I replied.
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