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               Who, Where, What

            

            
               
                  1

                  ‘Everything has been said’, and we come

                  just at the right moment.

                  2

                  Each has his Eden, remote, at hand,

                  haunting the mind whenever it will,

                  a place, a moment, and always, always

                  hard to bear. A path remembered

                  in Wivenhoe Wood containing summer,

                  a drawing in, a strange way,

                  audible silence of not quite earthly joy.

                  One needed only to look, to walk a few paces.

                  Each one his own, unshareable. Or each

                  Christmas the towering tree, a world

                  from elsewhere, mysterious, not for the lights

                  and tinsel, but for its dark presence,

                  the green and receding depths to be entered.

                  Tears here too though, mostly dry.

                  What does it mean? What does it matter

                  to others? We suffer these gentle hints.

                  Like glimpsing, far off, the tree of life.

                  (And smelling the unknown, overwhelming resin.)

                  And words help, evoke each time

                  more exactly, or less. And poetry serves

                  meekly to listen, and to wonder why.

                  3

                  They advance masked in the street, not

                  like Venetian revellers or tragic actors

                  – uncomfortably hidden. Ingenious virus,

                  revealing what we are: walking memories

                  with files under wraps, each with his un-

                  confessable dark knowledge, crab-apple

                  bitter. (Compassion flickers and dies,

                  turning their discomfort to one’s own ends,

                  oneself contaminated.) We know neither

                  our secret me nor what we release

                  when first we practice to conceive a poem.

                  Our truths come wreathed with inoneselfness

                  from deep in the Africa of mind and heart,

                  maybe the whole contraption clogged with remorse.

                  4

                  Poetry is wishful

                  thinking when wistful

                  for a golden was.

                  
                      

                  

                  It begins to make sense

                  when it takes the scent

                  of may be and its cause.

                  5

                  Hark

                  back,

                  not to go but to learn.

                  
                      

                  

                  Listen

                  forward:

                  to glimpse and to burn.

                  6

                  Remember that fragment of Pascal’s:

                  ‘Between us and

                  heaven or hell there is only

                  life, which is as

                  fragile as anything.’

                  7

                  ‘So much depends

                  upon

                  
                      

                  

                  a red wheel

                  barrow

                  
                      

                  

                  glazed with rain

                  water’

                  
                      

                  

                  in a fallen

                  world.

                  8

                  Something other, something else

                  neither either true or false

                  taste the apple, bite the rind

                  nothing kinless nothing kind

                  sense and nonsense play the fool

                  here the ruler there the rule

                  past historic, future tense

                  spend the pounds and save the pence

                  madly badly sadly so

                  watch the hairy bald man go

                  when you die the time to laugh

                  before your eyes the hole of life

                  only lonely lordly sun

                  to make the wandering planets run

                  set the easel, take the pen

                  begin today begin again

                  9

                  In dead winter the single oak

                  thrusting dark roots into the sky,

                  like Wesley’s father pleading with God

                  for his boy’s soul in the burning house

                  and the neighbour’s arms awaiting his fall.

                  Adam beforehand walked with Eve

                  in the poem of the world breathed and spoken,

                  themselves figures in the painted landscape

                  breathing and speaking. On our own

                  pagan planet, where words fail

                  much of the time, disasters occur,

                  and the evening breeze no longer carries

                  the voice of God walking in the garden,

                  the peace is broken. To read and awake

                  the corrupt poetry of the real requires

                  fear, and a kind of holiness, no less,

                  and absolute meekness, being dead.

                  10

                  Audible footsteps, internal rhymes

                  bind words beyond grammar into another

                  language, and show one all things slowly

                  coming together.

                  
                      

                  

                  Reality is the poem’s external rhyme.

                  The world takes root, or not, out there.

                  Now, all the world wants is to be well

                  seen and said.

                  11

                  The work under way, it is always spring,

                  whatever the weather, outside or in.

                  12

                  The writer along

                  with his words is already

                  in the thick,

                  the middle things.

                  13

                  We above all

                  have ‘unclean lips’.

                  May the tongs with a coal

                  from the altar touch

                  our tongues.

                  14

                  A whiskered ancestor, his wife with her hand

                  at rest in his elbow, his daughter smiling

                  knowingly at nobody, fade into the sepia.

                  I smile in vain at the unapproachable dead,

                  gazing intently at their pose, their poise.

                  But the more I look, the more they seem

                  to be looking back, as if they were.

                  An upright Edwards, no doubt aware

                  of his daughter’s hand on his shoulder, with affable

                  unearthly concentration stares me down.

                  The bush that throws its teeming leafiness

                  beside the door, the very bricks of the house

                  cry out with presence. Where are they, who appear

                  suddenly, like angels, who stand unmoving

                  and silently question? And now the three

                  unknown, yet family, seem to be thinking

                  it’s time I left, though come when I like,

                  their world beckoning my visitors back

                  into mystery a photograph has half revealed.

                  15

                  Read Horace on poetry,

                  who says

                  we are bound for death,

                  we and ‘our things’.

                  16

                  Madam, I shall not invoke you, for I know

                  you enter, while I am writing, this vault.

                  These lines are your law.

                  
                      

                  

                  Observed, through the changing murmurs, however,

                  you are mine, your sting is sweet, you smile.

                  17

                  Notice

                  the lids that close

                  to cleanse the eyes.

                  18

                  As the poet drowns

                  the poem surfaces

                  breathing clean air.

                  19

                  The worm in the apple

                  nibbles away.

                  Like the word

                  in the poem you work.

                  20

                  Poetry: that

                  marriage

                  of magic and

                  police report.

                  21

                  Broken, heretical, opaque, raw:

                  let that other tongue

                  under the flow of your language

                  quietly clamour.

                  22

                  Snow falls on the reflecting pavements of Babylon.

                  The air is soft and animate, the hurrying

                  passers-by muffled and masked, and mindful

                  of menace and curfew. Tenements in many-eyed

                  blankness look on. A door opens,

                  slightly or more, on a world more intense

                  as words alive to each other, names

                  like new glasses, hearing-aids, bring

                  closer what’s there. A subtle and guileless

                  language of discovery cannot tell

                  all that its diligent patience lets in,

                  what evening visitor disguised and devil-sent,

                  what monster moves masked through the lines

                  as through the City freighted with sin.

                  A poet must know that evil like heaven

                  is near, the avalanche awaits its skier.

                  23

                  As the bullet goes

                  the gun recoils.

                  To hit the target

                  hold the explosion

                  steady. Mind

                  your aim

                  and shoulder.

                  24

                  Write at the extreme

                  of love, of language.

                  You’ll discover

                  the serpent in the mouth

                  working furiously.

                  25

                  Naturally, you’re a Pelagian,

                  we all are;

                  but don’t think the sweet

                  pressure of language

                  leaves you in the clear.

                  26

                  This monstrous business of writing poems.

                  You find yourself suddenly like Livingstone

                  or Mungo Park in darkest nowhere.

                  And then it happens. Ideas from nowhere

                  kindle, and threadings of rhythm, and music,

                  and worlds conjured by a single word,

                  and complex issues issuing in forms.

                  It is impossible not to be drawn

                  to this fabling art and the things that come of it,

                  to hold them precious, to relish the hyperbolical

                  care you take in crafting, in revising,

                  in sculpting, whittling, breathing into, tuning.

                  You could have doubts, however. If a poem

                  is properly a made something properly made

                  and a sort of revelation of a sort of mystery,

                  see how slyly it becomes an idol.

                  You find yourself liking what you fashioned – why not? –

                  turning it in your mind and thinking rather well

                  of the way it’s written and the world behind it.

                  At the end of the day you might regard poems

                  as unsuspected ego-trips that nonetheless emerge

                  from what you are (a singular sign

                  the world is fallen). At the end of the day

                  you’ll maybe resolve, at least in thought,

                  to cast your poems ‘to the moles and the bats’,

                  or leave them haphazard like certain plays.

                  27

                  What I meant to say was

                  
                      

                  

                  but no longer is.

                  28

                  Poetry is sweet.

                  The poetry of the wolf

                  is the death of the lamb. What other thing

                  is our poetry, but a certain peregrination?

                  29

                  The art of poetry

                  has no beginning

                  and is all beginning.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Under Way

            

            
               
                  30

                  Poetry is

                  what one discovers

                  each poem one writes.

                  31

                  A hefty gale, as if the wind

                  had put back a good guzzle of whisky

                  and reeling and belching and breathing stertorously

                  roared down the defenceless canyons of the town.

                  The streets are silent otherwise, the walkers

                  absorbed by solid shops and doorways,

                  the few cars like hesitant beetles seeking

                  safety in a hole. In the startled trees

                  shadows like small animals scuttle

                  among the leaves and the poet gasps

                  for air of his own, though travelling merrily.

                  Oh for a table in a cool café,

                  Hemingway at the next, looking at the girl,

                  looking for the truest sentence he knows.

                  And oh for the mercy of scattered gales.

                  32

                  I’m being stirred

                  by densely moving, voluminous, cliff-like chords

                  of Tallis. I wonder,

                  will that have mattered?

                  33

                  Be prepared

                  to moon,

                  to move around,

                  reflecting.

                  34

                  You’re amazed

                  at the things you discover yourself knowing.

                  It’s by these sudden accessions of awareness

                  just forward of where you were

                  that you know you’re for real.

                  35

                  Watching buzzards

                  laser the ragged pasture and chase

                  Olympian circles on the air, one sees

                  only extended wings and sky, while they,

                  making carefully their way, find

                  one by one the currents and, rising,

                  turn their graceful lines

                  intent as they go

                  on feeling the wind.

                  36

                  Listen:

                  those voices

                  you hear;

                  those ears

                  you need.

                  37

                  Without a vocation,

                  you can say what you like.

                  38

                  One writes poetry because it’s there.

                  Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, Wordsworth,

                  the ever-evasive T.S.E.,

                  tenants of the house, at home in my mind

                  (and Wyatt and Donne and Pound on occasion),

                  have written; and doubtless much to their surprise

                  are writing still. The godsend of influence.

                  Ghosts on the landing, any may descend

                  to light something seen, to urge a rhythm,

                  to scrutinize a nerveless phrase or feeling,

                  scathing initial efforts and withdrawing

                  after each punctual and partial aid.

                  More real than the living, these aery players,

                  and others for others, play their part still

                  in adding to the common weal, the songhoard.

                  (Master Gower, do you hear the North?)

                  They know the excitement of a sail in the offing.

                  One writes a poem because a poem is there.

                  39

                  Suffer

                  if you have to; be happy

                  if that’s the way.

                  40

                  Write for preference

                  on paper with lines

                  ruled

                  feint.

                  41

                  Be alive

                  from the balls of your feet

                  to the wheeling spaces that eyes and ears

                  give on to – through

                  the region of the heart

                  where something like being

                  seems to breathe.

                  42

                  The window at my desk pictures the garden.

                  (‘The old man’s in his little world again.’)

                  The foreground features a buddleia,

                  its generous thyrsi scenting the air

                  and inviting butterflies to their take-away.

                  Butterfly bush: a Chinese plant

                  thriving in Burgundy soil and Old

                  English spliced with Old Norse.

                  Quite small, its antennae reach into space

                  and gather swallowtails, red admirals, whites,

                  alighting in burning July like snowflakes.

                  Around a poem as it grows fly too

                  fluttering evasive emotions, images,

                  awoken memories changing in the light,

                  and floating words of many kinds.

                  Other plants hum with bees. Here

                  the humble buddleia waits in expectant

                  silence as noiseless wings approaching

                  touch soft-footed down on its flowers.

                  The bush unfolds before a wondering eye,

                  and shadows call, throughout the day,

                  into the wood’s complexities from which

                  an epic might be drafted. Nothing was there,

                  till sun and Spring rain came upon it.

                  43

                  Grasping a thermos in a gloved hand

                  he walked through darkening bushes to where

                  she waited in a clearing, by a small fire.

                  They drank in turn. The coffee burned

                  then warmed them inside. The smell of twigs

                  yielding and becoming flame hung

                  in the air, and the dance of yellows and reds

                  drew irresistibly down their eyes.

                  In the crackling silence they held hands.

                  And spoke quietly of the vivid ghost

                  destroying all they gave it and quickening

                  the close obscurity with furtive lights.

                  Seated in the circle of its sway

                  they warm to the tongues of fire consuming

                  them unhurriedly and consuming

                  the very words they would use, and lose

                  themselves in gazing at the never still

                  life of the unapproachable heat.

                  44

                  The tinkling sequins of the poplar start

                  an impromptu on the remembered slinky Rita

                  Hayworth photographs, a body swayed

                  to swing or serving as medium for the wind’s

                  appearing and speaking. And what kind

                  of body is a photograph, animate and still,

                  the trance-like showing of a human vision?

                  And music, if only the 1940’s

                  big bands doing their stuff, that makes

                  a dancing body strangely aware

                  of feelings that were not there and that are

                  the work of saxophones and drums, itself

                  carries the composer’s amazed intent

                  come from elsewhere. Of trees and men

                  the upright bodies continuously declare

                  the moving presence of an absent God

                  approaching. And did someone say

                  inspiration? All trembles under it.

                  Thus the unforeseen reaches conclusion.

                  45

                  Remember what was

                  before you. Be first

                  out on the snow.

                  46

                  Works of Jakobson, Derrida, Chomsky, and others

                  are on my shelves.

                  47

                  Inspiration: the matter of fact

                  takes your breath away. Weathers

                  season walls and mahogany. I hear her lips

                  in the other room, as she hums. Also

                  sibilants, outside, among leaves soon to turn yellow.

                  
                      

                  

                  There is rain in the offing. I am

                  elsewhere, intent,

                  inattentive. Speechless, the poem

                  yields and is rendered, in speech

                  out of

                  reachlessness.

                  
                      

                  

                  The cargo has made way around the immense curve.

                  The clouds passed high over. The time

                  of the singing of birds is come. Through a blaze of windows,

                  horns of the extravagant afternoon.

                  48

                  Prose is Aristotle,

                  ‘master of those who know.’

                  Poetry is Socrates,

                  brother of those who don’t.

                  49

                  He who hesitates

                  has an eye for detail.

                  50

                  Words heard

                  and overheard:

                  muttering to themselves

                  and to each other;

                  Methuselahs,

                  old wives;

                  woods, paths,

                  ledges, shells

                  gregarious and beached;

                  wells,

                  volcanoes,

                  birds,

                  planets…

                  51

                  Poetry is concrete

                  reinforced by thought

                  that gives in the wind

                  and remains standing.

                  52

                  I fancy the Muse is a She:

                  she has no sense of time,

                  doesn’t respect the work-ethic,

                  drops the most improbable remarks,

                  is impossible to get away from,

                  and easy

                  and dangerous to adore.

                  
                      

                  

                  It’s also a ticklish business finding suitable replies,

                  I may add,

                  and you never know what she’ll say next.

                  
                      

                  

                  Plus, she turns up at the oddest moments,

                  and rarely.

                  53

                  Grace surprises,

                  and makes God possible.

                  54

                  Remember:

                  the Holy Spirit

                  is The

                  writer,

                  exegete,

                  and translator.

                  55

                  Technique, readiness each day, something

                  even like inspiration, one knows.

                  How does one stand, however, with respect

                  to speaking with tongues?

                  56

                  ‘Prose is a hyperbole of language’

                  (the gate was locked by night at the stair-head

                  to ward us from marauding desperate gunmen;

                  our host knocks on the restaurant door,

                  a panel slides open as in sleazy clubs,

                  our innocence unbars the armoured entrance),

                  I said at a writers’ festival in Johannesburg

                  (in the baffled interim after apartheid

                  pray the lights are green and if you stop

                  don’t look in the eye your armed carjackers

                  with nervous fingers), and added smartly

                  (the forlorn roar each sundown of a lion

                  mourning its Africa in a nearby zoo),

                  ‘and poetry the hyperbole of prose.’
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