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               The power of the visible

               is the invisible …

            

            
                                Marianne Moore,

                                ‘He “Digesteth Harde Yron”’

            

         

         
            He made me feel again that things are not what they are supposed to be, that the important things are the undefined things—as if one did not know the name of one’s love, and so could never find him except by chance. 

         

         
            
                                                                  Marion Milner,

                                                                   A Life of One’s Own

            

             

            
               It is good to love the unknown.

            

            
                                Elia,

                                ‘Valentine’s Day’

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         And there are few of us, surely, who do not possess, somewhere in their life, friends of the highest value whom they have barely known—met with once or twice perhaps, talked with, and for some reason not met again; but never lost sight of by heart and fancy…. Indeed, this is the meaning of that curious little poem of Whitman’s—‘Out of the rolling ocean, the crowd, came a drop gently to me’—with its Emersonian readiness to part, ‘now we have met, we are safe;’ a very wise view of things, if our poor human weakness really wanted safety, and did not merely want ‘more’—indeed, like that human little boy, want ‘too much.’

         
             

         

         
            
                                 Vernon Lee,

                                 ‘Other Friendships’

            

         

         
             

         

         I began this letter in a different spirit from that in which I end it; I feel very black and angry within me, at you, at myself, at the absurd mockery of this impotent friendship of ours; ‘now we have met we are safe’—! indeed! absurd rubbish! What good has our meeting been, except a little foolish happiness and conceit of sympathy…

         
             

         

         
            
                                 Vernon Lee,

                                 Letter to Mary Robinson,

                                 Feb. 19, 1881
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               As Though to an Old Friend (I)

            

            
               
                  Given to confidence

                                           by some chance recollection—

                  As though you were not the stranger

                                           you would have come to be,—

                  I return at times to the feeling I could reach you,

                  Turning, by a quick remark

                                           or legible expression,—

                  Without the calculating hesitancy

                              Owed to you now. To think of the remote

                  Discarnate citadel of Machu Picchu

               

               
                  Prosaically replete

                                           with human life, supplied

                  With water, sprung from somewhere,

                                           plenty of food, and what

                  The merchants brought to market by now-lost bridges,

                  Steps over terraces hunching

                                           up to the rampart’s side,

                  By routes that only scholarship now can plot

                              (Tracing remains that do not quite belong,

                  Which call for explanations—dim conjectures),—

               

               
                  Is easier than to think

                                           of our association—

                  Outlying now, but once

                                           (come, tell me if I’m wrong)

                  Filled with the surplus of paired energies,—

                  As other than the far

                                           secluded fortification, 8

                  The inaccessible thing it seems, among

                              The insignificant hills, when habit wakes

                  To an active memory’s hacking at dark trees.

               

               
                  Where are the roads that then

                                           joined to our territory

                  The rest of the world? Beneath,

                                           far down, a river’s snake

                  Changes its skin continually—bent near,

                  But passing, never touching,

                                           and in no evident hurry.

                  Are they choked only by time, or barred by mistake,

                              Those old ways in from, out to, other life,

                  That might lead even by devious ways to here?

               

               
                  Though crumbling now, the walls

                                           are ever more fast secured.

                  Lethargic tangles mask

                                           the entries. I have no knife

                  Serviceable. I am like you, displaced;

                  And I scan the panoramas

                                           captured from onboard

                  Drones that my sceptical memory must contrive.

                              And there it is: imperviously immured,

                  Unnecessarily, in a romantic waste.
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               With Increasing Agitation

               
                  … wild cats fighting, at dawn a donkey sobbing …

               

            

            
               
                  I’m company

                              sorry enough,

                  Like a melancholy seaside donkey

                  Entertaining hopes

                              of humble radishes

                  And worrying about the greatness of its enemies.

               

               
                  But you come, introducing to the scene

                  Something of your climate and sheer light,

                  Vistas of shade; your ‘unmistakably real

                  Feeling for asses’,

                              or:       I am mistaken.

               

               
                  Agreeable reproaches brush me down.

                  You can easily charge up the old ego like that.

                  And I’m not free, but glad to learn more pressure,

                  Deeply hosted. I consent to be

               

               
                  Involved, all this

                              diverting shyness shared

                  In prepossessing tact; and I stand up

                  Quicker in fresh attention.

               

               
                                          *

               

               
                  After the least struggle,

                              I spend myself

                  In a haemorrhage of new,

                              ungainly kindness;

                  Discover the grammar of getting going,— 10

               

               
                  Find, not choose,

                              the lexicon

                  From inside the embrace

                              of the moments’ effort:

                  A present drive at concert, to secure

                  Spontaneous equation.

               

               
                  Stuff me with your strangeness: stupid me

                  In the face of tricky luck.

                                                             Still, I’m

                  Six out of seven dwarves, and not

                  Happy. And we’re all six

                  Feckless and Improvident and Hungry.

               

               
                                          *

               

               
                  Tonight, the quiet disposal of today

                  In stammering sleep. Down in the personal theatre

                  We finish the scene, two speakers, and a Ghost.

               

               
                  Pick one part first: the best. Then take the other.

                  Could we cut either role—and which?

                  What should be said, by whom, and how do we answer?

               

               
                  The Ghost—a sad case, but convivial—

                  Prefers, I suspect, a more dangerous solution;

                  But isn’t a speaking part, and wiggles

               

               
                  Out of the reach of inky hands. We go

                  Without the text. Sharp manners, ready wit

                  Suffice, till judgement bores through the candle-light.

               

               
                                          *11

               

               
                  So I forget myself and talk and talk.

                  The boisterous speculations come out hard,

                  Impatient for expression.

               

               
                  The words have never stopped

                              resisting, but the sense

                  Is little impaired for that. It was artless prattle:

                  Artless, prattle. In the grateful night

                  Where conversation clambered, you,

                  I think, misunderstood me right.

               

               
                  Am I to recognise

                  Some intimated tilting in this strange

                  Knowing      with respect to the possible?

               

               
                  Finding the appeal of purpose

                  Obvious      in the unsevere reserve,

                  I bit the problem hard; our favourite words

                  Using us, with dubious expertise,

                  As though they owned the whole, enormous subtext;

               

               
                  And they do.

               

               
                                          *

               

               
                  A brilliant column slants

                  Down, so you catch colour

                  Wearing ideas that are new

                                          to one of us.12

               

               
                  Prior designs, repeated incomplete;

                  Needs found early

                              for what has not been found—

                  Inaugural institutes, long got by heart,

                  They get between. Another doubtful start?

               

               
                              Can’t I

                              switch off

                              the lamp

               

               
                                                   Of my own

                                                   pale     magic lantern?
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               As Though to an Old Friend (II)

            

            
               
                  Rattling old cassettes

                  Go into the wheezing old machine.

                              Blackish red     as

                  Semi-diaphanous skin of centipedes

                  In shovelled soil,      the tape—

               

               
                              Chewed up and

                              Spooled back

                  Into its tidy coils before,

                  (It would have been years ago)—retains

                  Its track; everything works;      but in the rewinding, now,

                  The motor speeding,

                                           the degraded end

                  Snaps at the take-up—

                                           not to be supplied

                  Again: and the driven wheels       go round for nothing.

               

               
                  Years too late, I took your hint:

                  At last knew what you had meant. Missing the point

                  Of your (still putative) ambivalence,

                  I had missed any ways the exposure of it commended.

               

               
                  Now I suspect you of having been pleased with yourself;

                  And the parts

                              spin without traction.
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               Consolation (No. 7)

            

            
               
                  Whenever she makes pragmatical conditions,

                  Piercing the atmosphere of tendency,

                  His idle brutes    just up and flee:

               

               
                  Like children with nice principles, when another,

                  A wild one, draws    the phallic part

                  And wants to explain what it is,

                  And give exciting report on that whole activity:

               

               
                  In the uncertain affright

                  They blow little bubbles in gum

                  And wait in a circle by the pond, consulting.

               

               
                  Haven’t I been the one, and the rest of them also,

                  Creeping away, afraid of being named?

               

               
                                           *

               

               
                  She’s visiting his country. Her tired steps

                  Cut across the fields,

                  Full of cow-life and little bird-lives before,

                  And quantities of rats among the corn,

                  Where nothing today will show its head at all;

               

               
                  And now it could be a spare moon’s moon. 15

                  Still, she can recognise familiar may

                  Daubing along the limits;

                  Plots a plan of the road by its various signs

                  Where trees allow tracing;

                  And the river that runs too easily its settled course,

                  And shines in measured curves.

               

               
                  Skilfully vines, pink-bellied and green, go cloak

                  The iron and plate-glass house, this nature’s work.

                  The inhabitants of all acres around

                  Are standing there together within,

                  Or lie together in their several kinds,

                  Comparing notes.    They are waiting to concede:

               

               
                  But in the spin of a supposed triumph,

                  Or in the opacity

                  Of a hot night, or a mist

                  Of tender misdirections; in taboo

                  To cover that concession, or confess

                  And turn it to a jest.

               

               
                  Would it provoke them out of that dead rule

                  To imagine, feel, how they might please again

                  The benevolent persecutor    free:

                  The one that never lost for good the way—

               

               
                  Could she throw in a line,

                  And they begin to grope

                  And seem to know the sleeping knack they crave?

               

               
                                           *16

               

               
                  Kept up the panic for a little while;

                  Too much commitment, moody hair

                  Playing up constantly.

               

               
                                                     To be obtuse

                  Is gratifying at best, not satisfying;

                  To pass discomfort on, sustain

                  Both it and a decent bearing, is a strain.

               

               
                  Experience, finished well,

                  Resurfaced in a twilight of revision:

               

               
                              Give it a cooler handle

                                           of even prose.

               

               
                              It’s hardly anything: like

                                           making the bed.

               

               
                  But somewhere in the house, that fine crying

                  Sounds even now. It isn’t anything like

                  Making the bed;

                                           the bed unmade again.—
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               Consolation (No. 8)

            

            
               
                  Against the talk      I used      brute sober taste,

                  And set like a falling curtain;

               

               
                  Spiralled up the stone of massive stairs:

                  Up through a layer of dramatic smoke:

                  Into a level spot above the soiled

                  District of that intimate trade—

               

               
                  Moon stratum,

                                           without politics;

                  Only limpid law, and nothing turbulent.

               

               
                                           *

               

               
                  Reduced to cleanly order, I

                                           can rest, well cooped about,

                  Measuring shadows, making you hate,

               

               
                  While deafening provisos fly

                  At all the stiffened webs,

                  And complicated stars show in a verge

                  Sloping into the tidy crowns of trees—

                  Proudly genteel before that dangerous light.

               

               
                  Only, in the waking spells

                              out of this fanciful comfort,

                  I feel the familiar reel      spooling around.

                  The playing      filters liquid      through these rooms,

                  Beating patterns deep into my cheap

                  Singularities.

               

               
                                           *

               

               
                  18Back down below, gently those fingers touch

                  The padlocks, where the fields

                  Ripple still      under a softening wind.

               

               
                  My broken enclosures there receive

                  The more solicitation: undeserved,

                  Not unexpected.

               

               
                                              As in a haunted house,

                  You trust your moving weight to my slippery timbers,

                  Carrying cordial heat to the lame outlines

                  And relics of this strange abandonment.

               

               
                                           *

               

               
                  Is it too easy—to catch up all the guilt,

                  To make this fault a blame, and never explain

                  Its reach, and all the history it engages?

                  To let the worldly cause

                  Go by, forgotten, accounted random or slight?
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