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Praise for
Poems 1980–2015


 


‘These poems from three and a half decades constitute European poetry in the mask of English, and they are a unique addition to the Capital of Letters.’ —The Irish Times


 


‘And it has to be said that the conversation extended throughout these poems; on how to be a poet, on what is a poem, on what can a poem handle – as well as the poems themselves – places O’Loughlin deservedly within the canon of contemporary Irish poetries.’ —The Dublin Review of Books


 


‘O’Loughlin directly links back to Dublin’s first truly great Dublin poet, James Clarence Mangan. Mangan was not a keeper but a breaker of tradition, the ultimate nonconformist and dissident. O’Loughlin has inherited this mantle of being a maverick writer of ideas rather than a peddler of local colour. Few writers have written so accurately and so unsentimentally about Dublin, in a tone equally at home and displaced in all cultures.’ —The Sunday Business Post


 


‘A writer or poet, Cyril Connolly once said, should be aware, as far as possible, of his or her ‘latent curve of development’. That curve in O’Loughlin, through the angers and distractions of the years, looks increasingly like the circle Kavanagh describes, returning upon itself, but knowingly.’ —Poetry Ireland Review
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MICHAEL O’LOUGHLIN was born in Dublin in 1958 and studied at Trinity College Dublin. He has published six collections of poetry, including Another Nation: New and Selected Poems (1996), In This Life (2011) and Poems 1980–2015 (2017). He has published numerous translations, critical essays and reviews, as well as writing screenplays and journalism. His poems have been widely anthologised and translated. He has been Writer in Residence in Galway City and County, Writer Fellow at Trinity College Dublin and was UNESCO City of Literature Writer in Residence in Prague in 2017. From 1980 to 2002 he lived in Barcelona and Amsterdam, and now lives in Dublin with his wife, the singer and writer Judith Mok. He is a member of Aosdána, the affiliation of artists in Ireland.
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I



The Names of the Rat

I’m holed up under Robert Emmet Bridge.

I know who he was – an ancestor lapped his blood

as it ran downhill from the butcher’s block

outside St Catherine’s Church –

a meal to remember.



Then came the years of the Great Feast

when no one ever went hungry.

We acquired a taste for human meat –

strap me to your chest

I’ll eat your heart out.



It’s a rare treat now – my diet is more pedestrian

and amphibious. But in summer,

when hipsters hug the canal bank

I stuff myself with hummus and sushi.

In winter it’s back to worms and slugs



And fighting the swans for scraps of stale bread

sulky cygnets and cranky old gits

a bang of whose wing would break your back

while the cormorant puts himself up on his cross

and poses for photos.



My giant cousin, the otter, passes by,

taking the watery metro home

to his river. There’s a one-legged bloke

whose name I don’t know.

I give him a wide berth –



He thinks my name is lunch.

I know the name you give me –

when you say the word you bare your teeth

in weird defensive mimicry.

But that’s not who we are.



My true name is whistled down through our cells,

a covenant carved in our skull’s catacombs

unspoken, unutterable, but borne before us

like an invisible escutcheon

to shield us from your hatred.



You want us not to be.

You plague us with your poison.

It gleams yellow in our children’s eyes

as we watch them die.

But this land was promised us too.



Like you, we come from the boats

to settle in this holy ground.

Now, we live in each other’s shadow.

We breathe the same air, drink the same water,

when you cut us, we bleed with your blood.


What I Had Overlooked

One day, just like that,

God disappeared.



I was twelve or thirteen years old. It wasn’t just God, but everything. The world had come to seem like a crudely made stage set. I stared at the people on the TV screen, they looked like marionettes. I felt like some kind of messenger from the future. That sounds pompous, or even slightly mad, but it was more a sensation that none of this could last, it was all rubbish, and I was just waiting for it to end. And then our real lives would begin.



I did not know

it would take so long.



And yet.



Brecht or Benjamin could have told me, but I had worked it out for myself, from watching the apocalyptic sunsets above the glistening granite of St Canice’s Church. Everything was telling me: the churned-up mud of the unfinished parks, the stains of rain on the front of the concrete houses, the empty night streets humming with yellow violence, the unreachable mountains in the distance. It was like some angel had whispered Goethe in my ear: ‘I see no trace of a spirit, everything is facade.’



And yet.



When I went to university I found the other students unbearably undergraduate in their belief that they could learn something there. I avoided the actors and literary tyros, I thought them already redundant. No, I preferred the company of apprentice politicos, they seemed to share my sense of time, my hatred of the teleological, the awareness that every moment is the rotten door through which a messiah can enter, that the future, in fact, is already here: Pleased to meet you! I must have been insufferable. As they were.



And yet.



‘The examined life is not worth living’ was my motto. And Jacob Frank: ‘A soldier has no morality.’ I never considered not leaving. It wasn’t emigration, but returning to the homeland, the world out there. If I ever came back, it would be like Wolfe Tone, at the head of a shining army, part of a universal plan, I would be out in the bay on the ships waiting for the weather to lift so we could unload Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, onto the hungry soil.
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