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Introduction by Alan Hollinghurst





When Mick Imlah died, in January 2009, he was mourned as one of the outstanding British poets of his time. He published only two collections, both dazzlingly original though very different in mood. Birthmarks came out in 1988, when he was thirty-one, The Lost Leader not till 2008, when he had been diagnosed with motor neurone disease and knew he did not have long to live. The twenty-year gap between the books, though tantalising in the extreme for his admirers, was revealed as a period of continuous exploration and change. For at least ten years before its publication the second book was expected, its name was chosen, it was about to be sent to a publisher – on occasion was sent, and then retracted. A few new poems appeared in Penguin Modern Poets 3 (1995), but it was the small private-press publication Diehard in 2006 that gave a first real taste of his new material. The long delay, the result both of Imlah’s technical perfectionism and of a steady deepening and focusing of his vision, gave an extraordinary cumulative force to the The Lost Leader when he finally decided to let it appear. It won the Forward Prize for the best collection of 2008, and seems already a pre-eminent book of a much longer period.


It was typical of Imlah not to be troubled by the career pressures which naturally affect most young writers. He had a sensible belief in his own gifts, but he was as indifferent to status as he was to money and to all possessions except books. The work itself was the important thing, and he had infinite patience with it. To those who knew him he seemed to move at two different speeds simultaneously. He was wonderfully quick-witted, funny, several steps ahead in exact and ironic understanding of any matter being talked about; but he was equally and happily prone to a dawdling, quizzical slowness. It was much the same in his physical movements. In his Oxford days he was a very fast runner; he always loved sport, cricket and rugby in particular, both of which he played for Magdalen College, captaining the First XV in 1978. He played on the wing, where he showed a thrilling power of acceleration. But off the pitch his preferred pace was a gentle amble. He stayed on a long time in Oxford, teaching, writing poems, working on a never-finished doctoral thesis on King Arthur in Victorian poetry. I can see him very clearly now, leaving Magdalen and sauntering up the High Street, looking about him in his friendly but slightly abstracted fashion. There was always a hint of mystery to him, a sense of speed held in reserve, of subtle and complex thought not lightly given away. He combined the instincts of the team player with those of the poetic solitary, whose life was being led, richly but unguessably, in his imagination.


His parents both came from Aberdeen, and Imlah spent the first ten years of his life in Milngavie, not far from Glasgow. But his father’s work in insurance brought the family south in 1966, to West Wickham in Kent, and Imlah subsequently won a scholarship to nearby Dulwich College; the poems and stories he wrote there, mixed up in notebooks with lists of pop songs and cricket scores (two lasting obsessions), gave early evidence of his sardonic humour and eye for the surreal. From Dulwich he won a Demyship, or college scholarship, at Magdalen, going up in 1976.


From the start he was academically brilliant, in his off-beat and laconically concise way. I was a nervous junior lecturer when I first met him, my nerves not lessened by his way of turning up for a tutorial empty-handed, and after a minute or two’s stilted chat producing his neatly folded essay from the back pocket of his jeans. His reserve in tutorials was largely shyness, though sometimes a tactful concealment of the fact that he knew more about the subject in question than I did. But it quickly emerged that he wrote poems, and I sometimes shared the task, generally borne by his girlfriends, of typing them up, a skill he refused to learn for himself until forced to use an office word processor in the mid-1990s. (Otherwise, everything he submitted to editors and printers was in his exemplary handwriting, clear but personal, half copperplate, half italic.) In the days before creative writing had entered university syllabuses Magdalen College provided perhaps the best academic environment for a young poet. He had John Fuller as a tutor and encourager; and Magdalen’s John Florio Society, at which poems are read and criticised with at least a pretence of ignorance of their authorship, was a useful forum for Imlah’s early work. For several years he was secretary of the Society, his minutes of the previous meeting becoming ever more extended and involved fantasias on the relatively ordinary things that had actually been said and done. They showed a talent for a baroque and slightly menacing transformation of reality that was also seen in many of his poems. Throughout his life, Imlah’s strong feelings of loyalty to groups, teams and institutions that nurtured him coexisted with a tendency to satirical mischief and play.


In 1982 Fuller’s Sycamore Press published Imlah’s first pamphlet, The Zoologist’s Bath and Other Adventures. It was a strikingly original debut, its easy acquaintance with his favourite Victorians combined with an unsettling sense of the contemporary. The presence of Browning was evident in the blank-verse dramatic monologues, the comic-horror title poem in particular being spoken by a ripely eccentric Victorian evolutionist; though that poem also has a short opening section spoken by the imaginary scientist’s sister, which is the first appearance of a looser anapaestic metre which was to become a long-term favourite of Imlah’s. The other poems used stanzaic forms, with an instinct for rhyme, rhythm and shape shown by few of his contemporaries. His work was literary in the most vital sense, relishing formal control and syntactical play, and rich in allusions to a hinterland of histories, real and imaginary. It wasn’t simply narrative, it spoke with casual confidence of a world made of stories. He could deconstruct, condense or hallucinate a story, or merely touch on it with cool obliquity, but the narrative impulse and interest were central to his poetry from the start. He never wrote a merely descriptive poem, and even the mysterious lyric poems in Birthmarks involve cryptic glimpses of stories; while the little six-line verses on ‘The Counties of England’ visit playfully surreal histories on their helpless subjects. It was only at the end of his life that he wrote poems undisguisedly about those he loved, his partner and his children, and they too take the form of anecdotes, transfigured by feeling and an exact instinct for how feeling may be expressed.


Birthmarks dealt in part, as Imlah explained, with ‘those things – class, family, congenital strengths and weaknesses, prejudices, addictions, tattoos, that people are stuck with, whether they like it or not’. One notes that the list comprises the congenital and the acquired, and that the weaknesses outnumber the strengths, while class and family have at least an ambivalent status. As he says in the poem ‘Birthmark’, ‘it’s as bad to fall astray/As to start from the wrong place’. There the bilberry-coloured stain ‘stamped/From ear to livid ear’ is self-induced, the result of incessant drinking; that it is called a birthmark suggests that it is nonetheless inescapable. The bizarre conceit, by which each broken vein is the lost leg of a millipede, making a symbolic self-sacrifice for the drinking poet, is treated with the unforgettable logic of a sinister dream. But if various waking nightmares – failure, sexual betrayal, the drinker’s oblivion – stalk the pages of Birthmarks, the book itself gives no sense of entrapment, is indeed exhilaratingly inventive. On the page as on the field Imlah was a ‘Classic sure-foot’, as he calls the mountain goat that nonetheless falls to its death. The darkly witty placing and facing of horrors, the presaging and then the monitoring of disaster, were always to be his forte.


Part of the appeal of Birthmarks lay naturally in its being a young man’s book, magnetised by youthful mortifications just as it was energised by a youthful pleasure in pure skill. A certain shyness or embarrassability informed the poems’ storytelling, their quirky mixture of candour and deflection. To those who knew him then the book is likely to evoke, in its tones and gestures and its shades of irony, a shadow portrait of Imlah in his twenties. His early life was, in a happy and ordinary but undeniable way, fairly sheltered, and there was a vein of passivity in his temperament that showed in his dreamy slowness and sometimes uneasy deferral of decisions. He loved the reassuring routines of work, sport, smoking and drinking – the last interfering sometimes with the first. He was dynamically fit, but physically unadventurous, never learning to swim, ride a bicycle or drive a car. He would go to Scotland, or to John Fuller’s cottage in North Wales with other Oxford friends, but for a long time resisted foreign travel. The announcement one year that he really was going to tour the northern French cathedrals was followed in due course by a postcard from Taunton, which was easier to get to, and where he was staying in a pub and watching the cricket (the ‘twin towers’ of Taunton, in his poem ‘Somerset’, are Ian Botham and Viv Richards). It was only when he got a job on Departures, the American Express travel magazine, that the postcards started coming in from Mauritius or the Seychelles instead. All of which is perhaps only to say that inexperience was quite consciously a part of the compound of his early work. ‘Experience’, he suggested in an interview in 1983, ‘can be confining, almost a handicap.’ ‘Brawl in Co. Kerry’ and ‘Visiting St Anthony’ were what he called ‘imaginary travel poems’: ‘Not travelling has its own glamour … It’s the places I haven’t been that are interesting to me.’ In his second year at Oxford he was recycling his school essays with impressive results, and he got a very good First without bothering to read very much; as a young man he had a clever person’s laziness and justifiable confidence in his own powers.


One or two peevish voices thought Imlah too clever, too dustily ‘Oxonian’, failing to see how mordantly modern many of the fables and instances in Birthmarks were, within their formal virtuosity and confidently literary bearing. The academic scaffolding around his poems was often decidedly shaky and fanciful. He had the surrealist’s deadpan way of introducing impossibilities on the same footing as verified fact, and such straight-faced mischief-making runs throughout his work. ‘The Zoologist’s Bath’ is the most systematic example, a fake history supported by fake authorities, under a fake epigraph. (The epigraph was to become a favoured device of Imlah’s, often authentic, sometimes, like Walter Scott’s attributions to an ‘Old Play’, made up: he saw that the epigraph, while seeming to prepare the reader, like the text of a sermon, might just as easily be used to bamboozle.) In the grip of his idea of reverse evolution, the zoologist, with the thoroughness and self-conviction of a certain kind of madness, sees evidence all around him of a return to the fishy state:






                   I’ll see a pheasant


Issue unshelled spawn, a cow discharge


Its mackerel in pats, a vivid worm


Crack as the pike slides out. And suddenly


Hypotheses will rocket round my skull


Like starfish rolled by gulls across the sky;


Are not the night secretions of the tern,


For instance, like an oily saw-dust, sign


Of the discreet development of gills?








Here are several kinds of strangeness – Ernst-like metamorphoses, Carrollian absurdities, the colourful fantasy of ‘mad’ and nonsense poetry – all grounded in classic blank verse, with its note of donnish excitement and precision (‘Are not the night secretions of the tern … ?’). It gives us a slide-show that is anything but dusty, a weirdly beautiful dreamworld of queasy uncertainties. Internal echoes (‘skull’, ‘gulls’, ‘gills’) increase the sense of teeming interconnectedness. Imlah loves such slippages and echoes within the verbal fabric of a poem – as when in the sequence ‘Mountains’ the Audenesque roll-call of climbers’ names (‘Viollet, Wavering, / White, Wood’) in ‘Snowdonian’ recur as ordinary nouns in ‘Alpine’ (‘“Here are my hands … Violet and white / And hard as wood”’). The effect is uncanny, like the confirmation of something inevitable but only dimly understood.


The bravura ‘Cockney’ is another poem founded on unstable mutations – some blatant (the ‘disco remix of The Dance of the Seven Veils’), others more recondite: readers should beware, for instance, of the poem’s account of the composer Gerald Finzi, ‘An aristocrat who betrayed what he stood for and set up in Bow with his matchgirl fiancée’ – a lie in every respect. Such twisting out of the true is of little help to the social-climbing Cockney lad, betrayed by his uncontrollable ‘base-born vowels’ and base-born behaviour at a post-concert party with ‘the Previns’. (He ends up doing a striptease to that imaginary disco remix.) Yet the poem itself is a triumph of technical control, in immensely long-lined rhyming triplets, the rhymes in fact Owen-like half-rhymes but treated with Byronic panache. (The half-rhyme, with its difference-in-likeness, is aptly chosen.) In ‘Goldilocks’, the young academic narrator finds his smug superiority challenged but less seriously damaged by the comparable irruption of a stinking alter ego, the Scottish tramp who has stolen the bed in his college guest room. His ejection of this incubus is achieved physically with a boot, but verbally with the tongs of Jamesian irony: ‘Still, the lifespan of sociable feelings is shortest of all / In the breast of the migrant Clydesider’, a man of ‘the sort anthropologists group in the genus of tramp’ (itself an uncanny echo of Henry James’s early story ‘A Passionate Pilgrim’: ‘there came trudging along the road an individual whom, from afar, I recognized as a member of the genus “tramp”’). The incessant play of irony is integral to Imlah’s voice as a poet, as it was to his living voice; anyone who knew him will hear in his verse those small hesitations and pushings that signalled his keen consciousness and control of tone, the instinctive placing and raising of a word to bring out its comedy, whether intrinsic or contextual. The ‘donnish’ tone was part of his repertoire, as were the echoes of English verse, from Shakespeare to Larkin, that are heard in the extraordinary blank verse monologue ‘Solomon’, published for the first time in this Selected Poems.


Imlah clearly had a sense of The Lost Leader as a whole from early on, but a lot had to happen before it reached a shape, mass and pitch he was satisfied with. An element of mystery lies in the gestation of the book and survives in the exceptionally rich and complex assemblage of the finished thing: it is a book we are only beginning to get to know. The sense of an inescapable history that is a keynote of Birth marks permeates much of the collection to savage or tragic or absurd effect. In 1994 he wrote of this work in progress, ‘If Birthmarks says, we can only be what we are, this says, we can fail to be even that.’ Five years later, he explained that many of the poems in it would ‘investigate, some in personal but more of them in historical contexts, the separation of the individual from what he ought to belong to, whether by his own fault, by the dereliction of elders or superiors or God, or by the misdirection of false “prophets”: there are Scottish and Hebrew motifs, and clutches of poems set in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.’ The title poem was then seen as being a longer ‘sequence’ that would connect ‘a personal and contemporary disillusion’ with ‘the experience of the Highland Scots deserted by Bonnie Prince Charlie after Culloden’: further sections were written to do just that, but over the following years the poem was cut back, refined and redefined into the luminous masterpiece that it now is. The note of personal disillusion persists, as so often in Imlah, as an undertone rather than a subject.


‘There are Scottish … motifs …’ The slowness of the book’s gestation was due in part to Imlah’s own ramifying exploration of a subject which surprisingly he had barely touched on before. In Birthmarks only one parenthetical aside ‘(Och, if he’d known I was Scottish! Then I’d have got it)’ alluded at all to his nationality, and that was put in the mouth of a fictional narrator. In one of the epigraphs to the poem ‘Namely’, his bristlingly humorous disquisition on his own unusual surname, he quotes Angus Calder, in Scotland on Sunday: ‘Few people thought Mick Imlah, who teaches at Oxford, was a “Scottish poet”.’ As he admits more plainly in his moving elegy for his friend Stephen Boyd, ‘years of a Southern education …/ Had trimmed my Scottishness to a tartan phrase / Brought out on match days and Remembrance Days.’ His Scottish accent was only fleetingly used, something kept up his sleeve, as he said, ‘like a dirk for tight corners’. But his new collection was to be steeped in Scotland, in Scottish history and landscape, literature and legend. A series of dated episodes, and dated lives, from ‘Muck’ (merely ‘ad’, an apocryphal story of St Kevin), and ‘Michael Scot’ (1175–1232), through to ‘Stephen Boyd’ (1957–95), shapes the book, his personal narrative seeming to emerge in the last phase from this long and fractured Scottish history. The reasons for this development are inextricably both personal and professional. Imlah began to spend more and more time in Scotland, and the house of a close friend in Ayrshire became a kind of second home to him, where much reading and writing were done. At the same time he took on the editing, with Robert Crawford, of the massive New Penguin Book of Scottish Verse (2000), with its abundance of poems in Gaelic, and a handful of other languages, faced by distinguished English translations. (Imlah’s version of the Old French ‘Fergus of Galloway’ was one of them, later revised for The Lost Leader.)


Imlah’s career as an editor had begun in Oxford, when in 1983 he had been responsible, with three other friends, for reviving the long-dormant Oxford Poetry. In the same year he had taken over from Andrew Motion the editorship of Poetry Review, which he shared at first with Tracey Warr. Warr left within a year, but Imlah continued there until the summer of 1986, when he returned to Oxford for a further two years as a junior lecturer in English at his old college. After Birthmarks had come out, to wide acclaim, in 1988, there was a sense that he was truly launched as a poet; but for the following three years he wrote no poems at all. In fact, these were also the years that he was working as Poetry Editor at Chatto and Windus, a job into which he had again followed Motion. It was another phase in his benign but clear-eyed career as an enabler of poetry, carried on to the end through his thirteen years as Poetry Editor at the TLS.


He had started reviewing for the TLS in the early 1980s. To someone who had difficulty in releasing anything for publication, the strict demands of deadlines were oppressive but clearly beneficial. The whole process, especially once he had joined the staff of the paper in 1992 and could choose what he wanted to write about, became one of exploration, spreading and deepening. Boyish skating was replaced by wide and curious and patient reading, which seemed to become a more and more integral part of his personality, as it did of his work. The unwieldy kitbags from which he was to become almost inseparable contained alongside various kinds of sports gear the ever heavier mass of books that he wanted to keep within reach. He developed into a wonderful critic, quietly brilliant, wise and humane. Much of his best critical writing was on relatively minor writers, some of them almost forgotten, such as Robert Bridges or Laurence Binyon, some well known but less regarded, like John Buchan: subjects that brought out his canny wit as well as a kind of fraternal tenderness, and showed his complete indifference to fashion.


Reviewing was also a way of exploring Scotland, which sometimes bore very direct fruit, as in the case of Tom Leonard’s Places of the Mind (1993), his biography of the alcoholic Scottish poet James Thomson, ‘B.V.’, who became the subject of the second of Imlah’s ‘Afterlives of the Poets’ (following the tour de force of that on Tennyson, produced for his centenary the previous year). These extraordinary poems, verse medleys with prose interpolations, startlingly funny in their view of literary history and the delusions of posterity, are in a genre Imlah made his own. He placed them at the end of The Lost Leader, their questions about the afterlife of a poet posed with typical wit and defiance. Sir Walter Scott was another new passion, and the poem ‘Diehard’ is about him, a kind of essay-poem, ranging round the subject, describing Scott himself in amusing and touching episodes and digressions, and also paying tribute to him as a novelist in a challenge to critics such as Leavis (‘Who now / Reads Anne of Geierstein?’):






The Scott novel’s a ‘Big Bow-Wow’, shaggy,


Heavy, particular; slow to rouse; but once fixed,


Will not give up its grip on your reading leg.








Like many poems in The Lost Leader it bristles with learning, deployed both to disorientate and to captivate the reader.


The earlier poems in the book pay more textual homage to Scottish sources. It opens with a false start, ‘Muck’, one of Imlah’s vaguely nightmarish quest-poems, like ‘Visiting St Anthony’ in Birthmarks. Here it is presumably a visit to St Columba on Iona that has gone astray, the episode being narrated by a monk travelling with St Kevin who mistakenly thinks they’ve landed on Mull, not the inhospitable Muck. The surrealism of the scene, with its closely described totemic objects (crosses? ladders? graves?), is given a postmodern twist by casual anachronisms (toy tractor, thermos) which will be a feature of the whole book. ‘The Prophecies’ which follow are three predictions taken from Adomnán’s seventh-century Life of Columba, foretellings of completely unimportant things which do indeed happen, the fourth prophecy being that the saint’s life by Adomnán will be written and appear in Penguin Classics in 1999 (this time he’s just out – it was published there in 1995). The prophecies are presented in four sonnets, prediction in the octave, fulfilment in the sestet, but what makes the poem is its entirely prosaic tone, which invests the incidents with an air of irresistible fatuity. Something comparable, a mood of simmering absurdity just kept in check, characterises ‘Braveheart’, Imlah’s substantial narrative poem about the attempted transport of Robert the Bruce’s heart to the Holy Land – it ends up, with the sort of bathos he relishes, squashed under a Saracen’s heel at the battle of Teba. (Its subsequent journey back to its final resting place in Melrose Abbey lies in the future at the poem’s end: it ‘ached towards the north, trailing his pipes’.) The story is narrated in rollicking heroic couplets, neatly contained in twelve-line stanzas.


‘Fergus of Galloway’, Imlah’s equally cheerful adaptation from the Old French Roman de Fergus, maintains the hectically short-winded tone of the original, while livening it up with jokes and wordplay, the result sounding like one of Belloc’s Cautionary Tales, breaking off before the expected comeuppance. The knockout poem of this kind, though, is ‘The Ayrshire Orpheus’, a modernised version of eight climactic stanzas from Robert Henryson’s ‘Orpheus and Eurydice’. Here the mythic and the everyday come together in a specifically Scottish setting. Imlah follows Henryson’s rhyme royal exactly, but with violent disjunctions of language and tone, comedy and horror. Where Henryson writes, at the climax of the poem,






Quhat will ye moir? in schort conclusioun,


he blent bakward, And pluto come annone,


And on to hell with hir agane is gone.








Imlah has:






I hate to say – she fell a yard behind –


Backward he blinked – chains belted from the deeps


And yanked Eurydice to Hell for keeps.








– preserving the one vital phrase, the blink backwards, and heightening the despair by his reckless violation of the decorum of the original. There follows the elegiac ‘short conclusion’, in which Orpheus is seen in some half-derelict Carrick town, ‘dismal in the twilight of surviving’: ‘Alone with his shopping, sore to be rid of her, / He walks the roads of home a widower’ – even the sorry shift of that imperfect rhyme adding to the effect.


No one will fail to feel the bleakness that runs through many of the poems in the book, however briskly or obliquely handled. The sardonic fatalism of much of Imlah’s poetry came from a very private region of his life, often hard to square with the record of his evident success in work, love, art and sport. But equally, the poems are never confessional, and though there were certainly periods of unhappiness and confusion in his life, the reader will search in vain for an unmediated account of them in his work. It was always his belief that poems ‘should somehow (whatever else they do) entertain or stimulate a reader, rather than exalting the writer’. He is indeed a wonderfully entertaining poet, and his fine judgement in such matters persists in the unprecedentedly personal final poems, ‘Maren’ and ‘Iona’, their tone, as he rightly thought, ‘not mawkish … or maudlin’. The dramatic strategies of narrative appealed to his instinctive tact and modesty – though the drama itself might be fierce or farcical. This was clearly something that fascinated him in Tennyson, whom he had always loved more, he said, ‘than most people seem to’. He made a selection of his work for Faber’s Poet-to-Poet series (typically long-delayed, it appeared in 2004); in the introduction he wrote intimately of Tennyson’s reticence, his problems in revealing his deepest experience to the public, when that experience was ‘unsocial, painful, and shaming to a degree’. ‘The “coming woe” is always large on Tennyson’s horizon … and his poems had to put on forms or metaphors which would allow him to say his “woe” without dishonour.’


What dazzles and thrills throughout the thirty-year span of Imlah’s work is his inventiveness, the sense of a mind pondering and producing at any turn something wholly unexpected, yet gleaming with its own unassailable rightness. A monologue by an aborted foetus, a ‘Drinking Race’ that becomes a descent into hell, an elegy for a rugby squad wiped out in the trenches, a journalist’s visit to Lord Rosebery in his old age: there could hardly be a more varied list of subjects, yet each of the poems he made from them bears the stamp of his extraordinary ironic intelligence and truth to feeling. There was nothing he couldn’t do, and might not have gone on to do for a rightful thirty years more. His early death was an incalculable loss to poetry.




 





Alan Hollinghurst  










OEBPS/9780571273737_cover_epub.jpg
Mick
Imlah

Selected
Poems






OEBPS/1101_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





