

[image: ]













DAVID KINLOCH


Finger of a Frenchman







[image: ]






















 







For Mum






















Acknowledgements





Thanks are due to the editors of the following magazines and journals where some of these poems first appeared: The Dark Horse, Ecloga, International Literary Quarterly, New Writing: The International Journal for the Theory and Practice of Creative Writing, Orbis, PN Review, Painted, Spoken, Poetry International Web, Poetry Review, PS, The Scottish Review of Books, The Journal of Stevenson Studies, The Journal of Irish and Scottish Studies.




 





‘The Organ Bath’ first appeared in Contemporary Poetry and Contemporary Science, edited by Robert Crawford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).‘Three Gaelic Versions’ first appeared in Dreuchd an fhigheadair: The Weaver’s Task: A Gaelic Sampler, edited and introduced by Crìsdean MhicGhilleBhàin (Edinburgh: Scottish Poetry Library, 2007). ‘The Mocking Fairy’ was commissioned by the Glasgow Mirrorball network of poets to mark the lifetime achievement of the Scottish artist, Hannah Frank.




 





The sequence of poems about paintings that forms the core of this collection was made possible by the award of a Writers’ Bursary from the Scottish Arts Council and a research grant from the Arts and Humanities Research Council. I am grateful for both of these. Many people showed me great kindness during the course of this project, including many archivists, librarians, gallery keepers and owners and I should like to thank them all. In particular, I should like to mention Kenneth Dunn who went out of his way to make my task easier at the National Library of Scotland. Morven Gregor introduced me to the work of T.J. Clark. I owe a debt of gratitude also to my colleagues at the University of Strathclyde for allowing me the time necessary to complete this book. I thank Richard Price, Gerry McGrath and Donny O’Rourke for their poetic camaraderie and useful advice, and Eric for his uncomplaining patience.





















Once









Once, he dreamt of the road not taken: crashing


in panic through undergrowth to reach it, crossing


the forbidden gardens of big houses, staving


his foot on the wishing stile, then


suddenly, he turned a familiar corner


and the street began to climb: he stopped


before a ship-shaped villa and saw him


through the window, sitting calmly,


his brown eyes fixed on a book or cards







at just that moment, a single phrase of music


played from a space beside the bed;


he seemed to wake and layed his arm


across the body of another;


together they listened to the silence


then rose and began the day. 
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Five Portraits of Mary





Mary Stuart’s Dream




Reine de France Marie


‘Quatrain’, Mary, Queen of Scots









When I sit late at works, almost


within the verdure of this tower’s


only tapestry – rabbits in an orange tree


by my shoulder – an old globe


chases silly latitudes beneath


the casement window and looking out,


the scant, dank countryside makes up


fields of Poitou mist. Distantly at first,


– but the globe birls it closer – a giant


oak shaped like a country crests


towards my berth. A man wreathed


in raindrops disembarks. Do the King’s


swans flee him? Is that cry a peacock


at midday? I hear his feet discreetly


pad the pockmarked steps and now


he is before me. Alone. With his box


of little instruments. He is a humble man


and the Scots leid on his lips is just


the burr that made my cradle sleepy.


Together we compare our cabinet of works:


my petit point, his burin, my panels


of darned net, his tiny hammers,


chalk and chisels, a balletic compass


to take the measure of my smile.


I laugh and show him coins aplenty:


billons, testoons emblazoned with my features


and the King’s, French treasure of our large


estates and mottos, trees of Jesse, crosses,


fleurs de lys and lion rampant. Poor man!


His journey has been fruitless. And yet


he shields his eyes against my two poor


candles and beckons me down the cold


stone steps towards his ship quoting


Leonardo: ‘In the streets at twilight, Madam,


note the faces of men and women


when the weather is bad, how much attractiveness


is seen in them.’ He will draw me,


draw me into the haar which lies on


this strange country like a mourning veil.


I nod above my embroidery, start awake


and hunt for my jewelled casket,


feverishly fingering small change


for the evidence of my head.





La Monnaie du Moulin




She moved swiftly on her accession:


commands me give my drawing of her head


to the new coin millers on the City’s island


next to Notre Dame. An odd workshop:


unnaturally quiet, only the whoosh


of pendulum and click of balance


wheel filtering the silver rush. Few men.


Automated imprints of a royal will.


She loves the promise of geometry,


perfect circles for Divine Right


and wants each coined head to weigh


the same, induce at last an impossible


equality among her peoples. The effigy


that just says ‘monarch’ is vieux jeu


now we have the means to show a living


likeness of this Scottish queen to subjects


of three kingdoms she lays claim to.


She craves true fame, not just title


and dominion, waves aside my mild


objection that, hitherto, majesty discreetly


veiled, a little distant, has benefited all


thrones. ‘No, Sir. Your skill at chiaroscuro


betrays you. Shadow as though it were not


shadowed is best shadowed for the modern


monarch. Draw me in sunlight, always.’


I bowed. Except the engravers’ guilds


won’t wear it, down tools and picket


La Monnaie du Moulin, lament the loss


of art such sleight of hand entails;


hands useless now, laid off, quite


hammerless. I see both points of view


because I am a stranger and a simple


portraitist. Coloured chalk’s my medium:


easily erased, begun again if sovereigns


don’t fancy too much light. I play


for time: the weak boy king trails


in her wake of wrist frills and snaking


curls. He won’t outlive the strike


and Mary may return to Scotland


where they can’t make out the detail


on their coins through fogs of dull


theocracy. She’ll have no French head.


Scottish? And England: that’s the stuff


of dream or nightmare. I have to weigh


the risks you see: a majesty’s displeasure


or the boycott of good clients, my friends


the chisellers, the hammerers, so soon


to be of yore. Perhaps I could be broker


to a deal: the guilds may keep the heads


of kings and queens, slough off


their rage at poverty by beating them – as usual –


to desired consistency; but the little coins,


coins of the little people will be struck mechanically:


billons of small worth, the silver sunk in copper


until it cannot shine and scattered


with dark marks of provenance,


dates and mottoes. A fair exchange?


The master guildsmen think so.


But if I have betrayed them – and I have –


it is to win them surely a larger kingdom


at a later date. I know economy:


greater quantities of surer coins,


however small their value, will ground


a growing bourgeoisie, increase


the common people’s power.


And so the need for louis d’or


to take the place of mounds of change 


that hole the pockets of new furred gowns


will tip too far the balance I have struck


and great ones’ heads fall at last


within the purview of the miller’s guillotine.





A Coin


for Edwin Morgan




John Acheson struck me. Master of the Mint,


he was engraver to the Medicis and the Scottish queen


whose portrait he dug hard for in my golden flesh.


His hands twisted out the corkscrew curls,


scraped the swan-like neck for heads,


lion rampants for my tails. I’ve aged with her,


my high colour burnished, though still


I offer her an image of her profile on the brink


of greatness: Great Queen of France and Scots


and England, her crown both regal and the tiara


of her Roman faith. Tip me to certain angles


in the sunlight and you’ll catch reflections


of Chambord afternoons and at night a glimmer


of the candles ranked and raked on ballroom floors.


I announced a Golden Age and she has used me well


to pay off poets, artists, murderers


though each was just by proxy.


Her time dwindles now but I am constant.


Save once: when someone threw me in a pond


of goldfish for good luck. I sank


and as the water’s fingers stroked my rim,


the sacred profile that I carry wavered


in the shallows as if struck clumsily


in another age or country, peered


helplessly through weird vegetation,


mirk, mist, and for a moment I seemed to mark


a different story, crossed by dark shapes


I did not recognise. One of the Maries


fished me out, restored me to that brilliant reign.


Although to do so went against a powerful wish.








Fotheringay, 1587




If I could cast out


                            the net of lacis


from the tower window


                                      gather up the frilled pinks


and columbines swimming


                                            upstream


to the juniper…







‘It is all distant enough


to look embroidered.’







Pearl of water. Not


pearl, no


but how the hinge of oiled pebbles


opens


the river’s silver inlay to itself.







Look! There is the silly rabbit of life


hopping                             hopping







My voice is the unicorn


in a mirror: inaudible


castrato.







It is the damp


suggests our subjects:


sneiles


a sea moonke


a she Dolphin fische.


(Trust not overmuch


in appearance.)







The seven planets


in petit point


enriched with gold and silver.


The North Star







not completed








Family




When the axe fell in Fotheringay:


once – not quite – twice,


the art began:







Catholic courts commanded


ikon after ikon


and among them this:







a tiny Mary Stuart


wrought in ivory


whose skirts spring open


to reveal beneath carved awnings


her son and cousin


complete with orb and sceptre,


a frame to the famous scene of martyrdom,


central to the triptych.







Cut in Venice


for a Croatian bishop,


she took ship for Korkula


and as she crested Adriatic waves


the little warring family


pushed out from her womb of skirts


to claim the filigree of passing


islands, the lace of limestone peninsulae,


cleansed, walled cities,


small nations pared as whittled ivory.






























Resisting Hell


i.m. Esther Inglis, calligrapher, 1571–1624








I




Victorious and venerable King, most virtuous scholar,


I, Esther Inglis, calligrapher, humbly send this tiny buik of


Valediction. My husband – who once spied for you – bears final


Envoi. It is written in a hand called Death and hails from







Leith, a town I etch within triangular serifs


And a trembling line. Its smoke curls up initial capitals, ignites







Preface, this epistle which crawls immaculately to you, High


Lord of Scots, of England, France; we both enjoy the tribute of our


Underlings: mine are these poems in my praise by Kinloch,


Melville, references stitched up in Latin and pasted in for


Esther, ‘paragon and matchless mistress of the golden pen’.





II




Recovering the spirit of ‘ane Amazon’,


Esther stipples an oval ground of cobalt blue.


She seats herself in front of sheet music, quill and ink,


Inscribes her portraits complete with hats that say it all:


Some are smart and conical above a ruff, others low crowned,


Thumb Bible sized, picked from the rack of emblemata that


Inventory her life: here are leeks and monkeys, tassels and white urns;


Naomi, Sarah, Rebecca; Susanna, Hannah, Judith: no lady in a


Garden could be as patient, meek and brave as this medicinable


Hand, slippered in long gloves, herb script of lettre pattée, of lettera


                                                                                              rognosa,


Easing out the periods of her silent race, the pinks and pansies of


                                                                                  shamefastness.







Lord! Oh, my tottering right hand offers up one


Last velvet strawberry, this silky anagram:







ESTHER INGLIS RESISTING HELL








III




I dreamt that I was at my escritoire again:


dawn over Leith and Leith nestling in the curling


terminals I give the letter C of Christ our Lord.


And then I dreamt the tiny town spoke from the hand


they call civilité, cried out to Esther crouched


with her crow quill over bees and whirlpool motifs.


I dreamt that little people clinging to the roofs


or snug in the crow’s nest of a cresting ship


spied how my lines of lettera mancina


undulate eternally from page to page.


I saw the people balance dizzily


and drown in a kaleidoscope of shapes.


I dreamt they screamed that they were trapped


in language and lonely, wrecked in a partial view:


a few red tiles, a single sail and then I felt


my forty different hands weigh down


my body like nights of wilderness.


I dreamt this flattened costal town


was all that I could get of life,


just several strokes of chancery


beneath grotesques and river goddesses.


And that my art was copied from the books of men.






























To a Gentleman of the King’s Bedchamber









Lovinge father from lovinge sonne:


beginning is no impediment even if
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