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Publisher’s Note





River was first published in 1983, with photographs by Peter Keen. The sequence of poems, without photographs, was reprinted in Three Books (1993), omitting nine and adding thirteen poems. The present edition reprints the contents and ordering of the sequence as revised for inclusion in Three Books. Texts are drawn from Collected Poems (2003), which takes account of later revisions. The nine poems omitted from Three Books are included in an appendix.
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Salmon Eggs









The salmon were just down there –


Shivering together, touching at each other,


Shedding themselves for each other –







Now beneath flood-murmur


They peel away deathwards.


                                     January haze,


With a veined yolk of sun. In bone-damp cold


I lean and watch the water, listening to water


Till my eyes forget me







And the piled flow supplants me, the mud-blooms







All this ponderous light of everlasting


Collapsing away under its own weight







Mastodon ephemera







Mud-curdling, bull-dozing, hem-twinkling


Caesarean of Heaven and Earth, unfelt







With exhumations and delirious advents –


                                                                   Catkins


Wriggle at their mother’s abundance. The spider clings to his craft.







Something else is going on in the river







More vital than death – death here seems a superficiality


Of small scaly limbs, parasitical. More grave than life


Whose reflex jaws and famished crystals


Seem incidental


To this telling – these tidings of plasm –










The melt of mouthing silence, the charge of light


Dumb with immensity.







                                     The river goes on


Sliding through its place, undergoing itself


In its wheel.







                                    I make out the sunk foundations


Of dislocated crypts, a bedrock


Time-hewn, time-riven altar. And this is the liturgy


Of Earth’s advent – harrowing, crowned – a travail


Of raptures and rendings. Perpetual mass


Of the waters


Wells from the cleft.







                                   This is the swollen vent







Of the nameless


Teeming inside atoms – and inside the haze


And inside the sun and inside the earth.







It is the font, brimming with touch and whisper,


Swaddling the egg.







                                   Only birth matters







Say the river’s whorls.







                                   And the river


Silences everything in a leaf-mouldering hush


Where sun rolls bare, and earth rolls,







And mind condenses on old haws.




































Japanese River Tales







I




Tonight


From the swaddled village, down the padded lane


Snow is hurrying


To the tryst, is touching


At her hair, at her raiment


Glint-slippered


Over the stubble,


                               naked under


Her light robe, jewels


In her hair, in her ears, at her bare throat


Dark eye-flash


                        twigs and brambles


Catch at her


                    as she lifts


The raggy curtains


Of the river’s hovel, and plunges


Into his grasping bed.





II




The lithe river rejoices all morning


In his juicy bride – the snow princess


Who peeped from clouds, and chose him,


                        and descended.







The tale goes on


With glittery laughter of immortals


Shaking the alders –


In the end a drowsy after-bliss


Blue-hazes the long valley. High gulls


Look down on the flash


And languor of suppled shoulders


Bedded in her ermine.


                                     Night


Lifts off the illusion. Lifts


The beauty from her skull. The sockets, in fact,


Are root-arches – empty


To ashes of stars. Her kiss


Grips through the full throat and locks


On the dislodged vertebrae.


                                           Her talons


Lengthened by moonlight, numb open


The long belly of blood.


                                      And the river


Is a gutter of death,


A spill of glitters


                          dangling from her grasp


As she flies


Through the shatter of space and


Out of being.




































Flesh of Light









From a core-flash, from a thunder-silence


In the sun – something has fallen.


It crawls in glair, among heather-topped stones.







Cattle stumble into it. Lift muzzles


Unspooling the glimmer.


Dark bodies dense with boiling light.







Something new-born crawls, a phosphorescence


Illuminates the underleaves of stolid


Oak and the quivering iris. Eyes of ova







Round and swell with the waters of hunger,


Hesitate and ease


Into focus, magnetised by light







In these coils of aura. You peer down


Into a self reflected, a spectre.


This is the sun’s oiled snake, dangling, fallen,







The medicinal, mercury creature


Sheathed with the garb, in all its rainbow scales,


That it sheds







And refreshes, spasming and whispering.


Spinal cord of the prone, adoring land,


Rapt







To the roots of the sea,


To the blossoming


Of the sea.




































The Merry Mink









                                    – the Arctic Indian’s


Black bagful of hunter’s medicine –


Now has to shift for himself.







Since he’s here, he’s decided to like it.


Now it is my turn, he says,


To enjoy my pelt uselessly.







I am the Mighty Northern Night, he says,


In my folktale form.


See, I leave my stars at the river’s brim.







Little Black Thundercloud, lost from his mythology,


A-boil with lightnings


He can’t get rid of. He romps through the ramsons







(Each one like a constellation), topples into the river,


Jolly goblin, realist–optimist


(Even his trapped, drowned snake-head grins)







As if he were deathless. Bobs up


Ruffed with a tough primeval glee. Crams trout, nine together,


Into his bank-hole – his freezer –







Where they rot in three days. Makes love


Eight hours at a go.


                                   My doings and my pelt,


He says, are a Platonic idea





Where I live with God.

































Stump Pool in April









Crack willows in their first pale eclosion


Of emerald. The long pool


Is seething with oily lights. Deep labour


Embodied under filmy spanglings. Oxygen


Boils in its throat, and the new limbs


Flex and loosen. It keeps


Making the effort to burst its glistenings


With sinewy bulgings, gluey splittings


All down its living length.







                                              The river is trying







To rise out of the river.


                                         April


Has set its lights working. Its limp wings


Crease in their folds, hump and convulse


To lift out over the daffodils.


                                        The soft strokings


Of south wind keep touching all its membranes


Into spasming torments. It knows


The time has come for it to alter


And to fly, and to fasten – in wedlock –


With the hill-wood waiting high there, flushed


In her bridal veil of haze-violet.




































Whiteness









Walks the river at dawn.







The thorn-tree hiding its thorns


With too much and too fleshy perfume.







Thin water. Uneasy ghost.


Whorls clotted with petals.







Trout, like a hidden man’s cough,


Slash under dripping roots.







Heron. Clang


Coiling its snake in heavy hurry


Hoists away, yanked away







Ceases to ponder the cuneiform


Under glass







Huge owl-lump of dawn


With wrong fittings, a parasol broken


Tumbles up into strong sky







Banks precariously, risks a look


A writhing unmade bedstead







Sets the blade between its shoulders


And hang-falls


Down a long aim







Dangles its reeds







Till it can see its own pale eyes







Suddenly shakes off cumbersome cloud


To anchor, tall,


An open question.







Now only the river nags to be elsewhere.




































An August Salmon









Upstream and downstream, the river’s closed.


Summer wastes in the pools.


A sunken calendar unfurls,


Fruit ripening as the petals rot.







A holed-up gangster,


He dozes, his head on the same stone,


Gazing towards the skylight,


Waiting for time to run out on him.







Alone, in a cellar of ash-roots,


The bridegroom, mortally wounded


By love and destiny,


Features deforming with deferment.







His beauty bleeding invisibly


From every lift of his gills.







He gulps, awkward in his ponderous regalia,


But his eye stays rapt,


Elephantine, Arctic –


A god, on earth for the first time,


With the clock of love and death in his body.







Four feet under weightless, premature leaf-crisps


Stuck in the sliding sky. Sometimes


A wind wags a bramble up there.







The pulsing tiny trout, so separately fated,
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