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Part 1


The Women of Kars



























The Couple









When evening came on


The Great Wind started up,


And a knife flashed in the kitchen.







The old women were cowled


In white, sitting before doors so


Weathered their colour could not







Be determined. Black water thrashed.


Rain spattered down like bolts.


A vile stench issued from







The topiary bushes. The couple


On the far side of the wall spent


Whole evenings reciting numbers,







Then sealed themselves in their room.


Asphyxiation appeared


Inevitable, but they woke







Unharmed, and, in the calm


Of dawn, washed their clothes.






























Olives









In the lands to the west of the Jordan


Olive groves were guarded by the soldiers of the kings


By night and day, and the destruction


Of a single tree was punishable by death


Or mutilation. This is no longer the case,


But I am not convinced of the improvement.






























Unasked For









A white cloud came to the City,


Mouthing platitudes, contradictions,


And everything stopped,


Avenues silent as canals.







Lines of black statues carrying pistols


Appeared on the edges of the pavements.







I liked the embroidery and the gold,


But that was all. I placed flowers


In chapels (lilacs, peonies), but that


Was only because I didn’t know what


I was doing, worshipping a tyranny.







Cloud of my childhood


And my mother’s lukewarm prayers,


I do not understand this visitation.


You should be shut safely


In a nursery decorated by


A Renaissance master, one of the


More aimless ones, torn between


Faith and the apprehensible world


According to your dicta, which the day rejects.







I was an idiot like everyone else,


Neither ducking nor exceeding


The average level of malfeasance, I would


Have worshipped a cube, like the Nabataeans.


This might have been the more rational choice.







The late light on the sweet waters


Of this millennial harbour is a refutation


Worth a thousand volumes, a ton of inert icons.


I don’t know what’s happening, never have,


And what, in the words of the opera, what


Shall I do? The colours and the accents


Will change irrevocably. I have friends,


I think, but want no one beside me


Like a scented flank: that would be a disaster,


A paroxysm, lasting a lifetime and more.







This is precisely how it is.


You will learn nothing, absorbed as you are


By your white thoughts and the drowsing swans


Of your order. O emblems and symbols, return


At once to the absurd oval from which you came!






























Finding Prostanna


for Bronwyn









On the way back


From the Canyon of Inscriptions,


I glimpsed for a second a sign that said


Prostanna, which I knew at once to be


A city of ‘the wild Pisidians’,


But there was no time that day


For further exploration, and we sped


Along the causeway to the island


(Weathered houses, metal-clad,


Plane trees, a boat builder hard at work,


Pensions, poppies, a small church like a barn).


As the light faded a fierce south wind sprang up,


And the white tablecloths were agitated


Like the wings of limed birds. We made


Enquires, and, yes, the waiters all agreed,


There was an ancient city called Prostanna.


It was easy to find. It was only five kilometres


Away, but they had told us what they thought


We wanted to hear, not anything they knew.


So, benignly misinformed, we set out


For Prostanna in the late afternoon


Of the following day, when, we reasoned,


The light would be at its most alchemical,


Turning stones to ingots. But what awaited us?


There might be a theatre perhaps? An agora,


Or a library, houses, towers, tombs, fine ashlar


Of the Hellenistic Period, when states quarrelled


Continually, but trade and cities flourished. All those


Antiochs, Alexandrias, Apameas and Seleucias…







The road wound up from the lake shore


Aslant a near-vertical mountainside.


Bronwyn winced, and moaned in the back seat,


Head down, and I said, perhaps a little callously:


‘Well, dear, you wanted to see the Taurus Mountains…


And did you know that somewhere, I forget where,


Shakespeare alludes to the snows of the Taurus?’


We arrived, at last, on the edge of a natural terrace,


Suspended above the glass of the lake, and here


There was a village full of dark, wooden houses,


And a second sign proclaiming Prostanna.


This gave us hope, but the road ended, and the track


Branched and branched again, but signs remained,


Giving us further hope that the place could be


Reached, although our books were silent on the subject.


Tabula Rasa. Thus, it became inscribed and coloured


With images of which we had no knowledge or


True understanding. We walked for a long time,


Then everything began to seem uncertain. Flocks


Drifted across the slopes above us. We heard their bells,


But saw no sign of human artifice, not even


The clumsiest carving of an acanthus leaf or Ionic


Scroll, and advancing darkness menaced us.


We turned back, conscious of an exceptional failure.


The city was too far. We had been misled. But I


Did not excuse myself. Prostanna remained an idea,


Something like a thornbush or a cloud, blocking us






























In Jean Dubuffet’s Crimson Landscape









The colours come to us


Pleading for acceptance. They come


In squares, which we perceive


As one side of a cube. There are more


Than a hundred of them, many more –


Amphora, Earth, Caviar, Amazon…


And I am obliged to choose, and choose


Only one, which will then surround me


For years like a landscape, inflecting,


Infecting each word I write, even


The humble swarms of articles,


Which, at present, all seem indefinite,


Though, given a choice, I favour the definite –


Solid like a tree centuries-old, giving


Shade to a tea-garden with a fountain.







In Jean Dubuffet’s Crimson Landscape


There is a high horizon-line, above which


Is a saturated, inky blueness. Below it,


There are many deep, vermiform purples,


But, as I recall, nothing crimson or red.


Everything broods and simmers pleasingly


Like an active and fertile mind you would


Like to get to know better. In other places


On the pristine walls there are what may be


Humans, animals, or features of an invented


Geography, veiled under tones I cannot


Begin to define, which argues in favour


Of indirection and manifold ambiguities


Inscribed, perhaps, on vellum coloured a pale lilac,







But then the man in the green hat grins at you


Conspiratorially, hands on his hips;


The round figure in the red costume laughs out loud;


A blue woman embraces herself, swaddled,


Mummified, and you remain motionless, in place


Like a pillar in a pool of artificial light,


Or the celebrated circle of the lamp. You sit


On the bench of blond wood, beyond which it is


Best not to drift like a log or a raft of reeds.


Evening disturbs you (it is always this way),


And you are left, at last, in a world of loss,


Your mother gone, staring at blackened walls


Whose buried colours it is your task to uncover.






























Babylon









Hear the flames now rising,


Their keen, exasperated rush,







Read their six thousand pages –


Flames of a heart, a fist, a liver, a lung,







Flames of dark, always dark (sad) eyes.


Don’t ask, ‘What is happening to







My pleasant civilisation with its many


Admirable markets and inventions,







This place like a park with fountains,


Boxwood avenues, and perspectives







Ending in long palisades of columns?’


Don’t ask. It never existed, and you know it.







Remember the shattered windows of the stores,


The blood smeared on torn newspaper,







The smoke, and severed limbs underground,


The stench. Bilal, young, male, consigned







To some (yes) godforsaken periphery, said:


‘We don’t have the words, so we speak through fire.’







Blame lies elsewhere, like a lost cabinet,


In a Star Chamber, under the lush foliage







Of a stolen affluence, in desert places where,


Reversing history, uncounted people are sluiced







From ruined towns into camps without shade


Or water, and tank tracks are driven over Babylon.






























Tristia









They planted trees on Music Street,


And how they’ve flourished,


Tossing their bright hair whenever


A breeze blows in from the Black Sea.







Then we recall the unforgiving


Emperor, Ovid’s bitterness,


The nereids of Mandelstam…







*







Music blasts briefly from the stores,


Too loud and a little stupid like a drunk,


But I don’t dislike it. Its energy


Irritates and infects. I edge







Forward through intervals of


Silence, albeit like a small boat


On a sea of uncertain temper.







*







Clouds pile up. The sun flashes.


Dust dims the street. Rain


Crashes down. The cat growls. Absurd,







All of it! But the tree that was cut
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