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Invocation









Come, hungry Muses, sink your fangs


into the rancid meat of things.


Give us another of those songs


that fizz the spittle on your tongues.







Descend on us in raucous gangs,


tattooed and sporting nipple rings.


Evacuate those tarry lungs


and goad us with your humour’s prongs.







Conciliate your hunger pangs


with scraps of life, the random slings


and arrows felt by human throngs.







Foregather where the tyrant hangs,


and harry anyone who brings


to human rights inhuman wrongs.






























Figure of Enchantment









She wears red feathers


but white ones on feast days


and on her birthday scales.


Her fingers have claws


and black talons for shoplifting.


When she swims she grows fins


and on the verge of drowning gills.


In her rump she hides a sting


for any man who crosses her,


but the stinging tastes of honey


just before it hurts.


The feathers she wears


are as red as her hair


and when anybody plucks them


she shrieks as if winning a prize.


Her annual ovulations


bring the kids out on the streets,


maidens waving bunches of mimosa


and square-bashing boys


with badges and berets.


By night she hides from headlights


as if running from the law.


When it snows she weeps for all mankind


(a colander) incontinently, out of earshot.


Those who fall in love with her


fall out again with broken hearts


and grazed extremities.


Nobody comes close. 






























Objective Disorder









Propriety once segregated us from girls,


and passion followed suit. No laws or papal bulls


applied to adolescent guile within these walls.


For all that we were rendered regular by bells,


each body’s pulse subordinated to the school’s,


mortality’s unsentimental chisel gnarls


a boy’s credulity, and scepticism kills


his faith. The gods he worships then are human pals,


imperfect but more beautiful than bloodless souls.


Beneath a plaster Virgin’s blindness, like a doll’s,


a pair of us replace cold prayer with spattered vowels


of inarticulate delight. Each of us feels


himself, unlike the sheets our ecstasy defiles,


unspoilt by the division of our bodies’ spoils.






























Age of Gold









Philosophy relied on words for its account


of love, but boys did well enough with groan and grunt.


Theirs was a class of flesh so laudable, by dint







of youth, that nothing but its semen should anoint.


Once they had passed beyond the point of do and don’t,


they were held back by nothing worse than can and can’t.







Pragmatic passion knew no more severe restraint


than the available, the possible – and want.


Besides, the cornucopia was never spent.






























Landscape/Portrait









Devise a composition, taking in


the landscape, either as it stands or else


adjusting it to suit a preconceived


idea of how it might have looked if you







could see it from a higher vantage point,


or if a certain crag or tree were to


be shifted left or right, and when you point


your predatory telescope at it,







like some conquistador confronted by


the confirmation of a hunch that brought


him to the distant beach on which he must


find gold or die for having cost the crown







more than it takes to raise an army to


suppress a rebel province – take your time;


enjoy the passive scene as much as it


appears to be enjoying being seen.







Like a boy’s body waiting to be kissed,


impatient for the tickle of the lips


or self-indulgent slaver of the tongue,


the sweep of him exposed across the broad







horizon of an unmade bed and crudely


sun-lit underneath the open window,


but hoarding shadow and a secret heat


in inaccessible but dreamt-of parts







unmapped by naked eye, still less explored


by stealth of touch, intoxicated breath,


the sweep of the eyelash or sputter of seed –


the landscape has its own apartness, chines







of shaded equilibrium where who


can tell what villainous conspiracies


have found their breeding ground, what animals


survive extinction unpoliced by law







of nature or decree of humankind,


and who knows who arrive in pairs to flee


the light and seek a new intensity


of heat within each other’s arms and mouths.







The boy the landscape calls to mind believes


in his imagination and delights


the one complacent hand with which he tests


its truth to nature, idly fingering







the surfaces the look of him consists of,


comparing like with like, left side with right,


before exploring for a texture so


unsimilar as to appear the mark







of an unlikely cross with hairier


or hotter-blooded beasts, at intervals


sniffing his fingers for a sharper sense


if not of who he is of what he might







become, reluctant to commit himself


to depth till certain of its consequence,


inflicting with a pinch or gentle prod


enough of an impression to impress







upon himself a sense of life and risk,


with the flat of his hand assessing how


a pair of bodies might conceivably


become the tangle of a single fate.






























The Best Medicine









This is me, laughing. And this one is my


brother and me on the boat, both laughing.


We’re sending ripples out across the pond.


In this one we are trying not to laugh,


but laughing all the same. When my sister







joins us for this sequence in the garden,


she has got hiccups from laughing too much


and all three of us have tears in our eyes.


Even my father is shaking the camera,


pretending not to be amused at all.







There was the time in the minster – this is


the one – when someone came across to us


to ask us why we were laughing so much.


We hadn’t stopped since we came in the door.


We are laughing, said my mother, because







(and here I pick up my father’s camera


to capture, as they say, the occasion)


because, she says, our lives are amusing.


And she begins to laugh, her laughter as


infectious as any we’ve ever heard.







Even when fighting we couldn’t help but


laugh at the pain we were inflicting or


suffering, laughable with its bruises


and tears. My brother laughed as he hit me


and I doubled up, laughing for dear breath.







Then what do you think we did when the dog,


with that usual laughing look on his face,


ran out into the road regardless of


the furniture van, squealing with its brakes?


What else could we have done – what else but laugh?







There must have been something in the water


for ten or fifteen years, something funny


in the water while we were growing up,


constantly triggering our reflexes,


leaving us helpless with mirth. Our shoulders







shook whenever silence was asked of us:


for one would always set the others off.


Our voices rang out in wave after wave,


feeding each other’s laughter with laughter,


heartily laughing at nothing at all.






























Faith Figure









A statue could have been more beautiful –


but not by much.


When he stands on this slab


and holds still


it proves impossible to pass him by.


They have to stop, to look.


A bronze could not have been harder,


colder to the touch,


more fearful in its unblinking glare


or more artful.


He mesmerises all of them


and holds them all to ransom.


Even during working hours


small crowds look up to him.


Do they imagine he needs to feel loved?


Could he possibly be lonely?


In the creases where his eyebrows meet


bewilderment can be inferred,


but only if the rigour of


his gaze and jaw line are ignored.


Seen from behind, he has wings


folded between his shoulder blades


but no one ever sees him fly.


Keeping up with his mere walking pace


is difficult enough.


With nothing more intelligent to do


than follow in his wake,


a certain sort of person


leaves decisions up to him.


Where to go. When to sleep.


How soon the comet will return.






























Scenes from Stendhal









1 A very handsome youth,


he spent his life in the woods


with a hammer in one hand.







2 I shall willingly go to Naples


to read theology:


it is a labyrinthine discipline.







3 Everything is simple to his eyes,


for he sees everything from above.


How to conquer such a foe?







4 Every augury is breaking the rules


and running the risk of pre-empting events.


The upshot? Collapse of the whole system,


like a pyramid of cards or children’s bricks.







5 I predict unpredictable seasons.


In fifty years, perhaps, the world


will have no further use for wasters.







6 The law is clear, he said.


As anyone can see,


your brother did not hurt himself


(as he claims)


falling off a ladder with an open penknife in his hand.







7 He cut this expression from the letter


with his blade


and destroyed it there and then.







8 Can it be, he went on, that what we call love


is yet another illusion? I’m as sure I’m in love


as I’m hungry at six in the evening. Can it be,


and how can it be, that out of such an appetite


those perjurers contrived Othello’s love, and Tancred’s?


Or was I alone made differently from other men?


Was mine of all souls made to lack one passion?


How capricious of Fate to have done such a thing!







9 Fabrizio


had forgotten


he was sad.







10 It happened, when Fabrizio arrived there,


that the room called Passive Obedience


was occupied by a hundred rats


which scattered in all directions.






























Scenes from Flaubert









1 When their master called them


they would all march back


by gardens threaded with little rills


and then along the boulevards


in the shade of the old walls.


Their footsteps echoed in the empty streets,


the gates opened


and they would climb the stairs feeling glum,


as if coming home from an orgy.







2 They used to leave open the door


between their bedrooms


and chat from bed to bed.







3 Having observed high society only


through the looking-glass of his own


fevered ambition, he pictured it


as a contraption that functioned with


mathematical exactitude.


In a series of linked reactions,


a dinner party, a meeting with


a man of high status and a pretty woman’s smile


could have spectacular results.


The drawing rooms of Paris


were like machines that


when you feed them raw materials


repay you a hundred times over.







4 The entirety of his knowledge


came from two books: The Crimes of Kings


and Secrets of the Vatican.







5 The simplest folk song


held more poetry


than the whole output


of all the nineteenth-century lyric poets


put together. Balzac was overrated,


Byron vanished without trace,


Hugo knew nothing about drama,


blah blah blah…







6 The bohemian was sitting at the table


drawing silly faces


and the lawyer was dozing on the sofa


in muddy boots.







7 Frédéric stammered, struggling for words,


but then held forth about twin souls:


there was a power that could vanquish space


and bring two people together,


apprising them of their feelings for each other.







8 The sinking of a


passenger steamer


kept them amused for


as long as a year.







9 Adamant that he would never enter that house again
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