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            Foreword

         

         I see from the radiocarbon dating that my first collection of poems came out in 1972. There are many ways of selecting over such a period, none of them right or wrong, so I should explain that the book in your hands is not a chronological selection from previous books in order of publication. Nor does it tell a life story in order of composition. Rather, I have treated the body of work as though I had been asked by a stranger to look through a bag of loose anonymous undated papers in the hope of shaping some of them into a book.

          

         I have found eight thematic groupings. This owes less to any Selected Poems formula than it does to the art of Anthology, which arranges materials from a variety of times and authors. I have listened for conversation across and against the years, moods and forms. The somewhat longer poems in sections IV and VI are interludes in this arrangement.

          

         In a few cases, I have excerpted or revised for this book (even altering a few titles). The first publication of each poem is noted in the Acknowledgements. And in a Carcanet Blog I have gone into more detail about the reasons and motives (I can hardly say principles) by which these poems have been selected, edited and arranged.
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14
               The Flowering Currant

               As though from the Chinese

            

            
               
                  1

                  The linnet sings

                  The bullrush stands again

                  Grey water blues again at the brim

               

               
                  The storm flakes out

                  Only the watcher is troubled still

               

               
                  2

                  Today received several complaints

                  issued few instructions

                  forgot about verse

               

               
                  Dark finds me studying

                  another paper alone

               

               
                  3

                  My duties take care of themselves

                  Decisions are made elsewhere

                  Many would say I ought to be content

               

               
                  to breathe these orange-flowers

                  filled with memories

               

               
                  4

                  An inner courtyard

                  silently walls in

                  your absence with a disused well

               

               
                  I gaze from my desk

                  embezzling time

               

               
                  5

                  I joke somewhat stiffly

                  Colleagues wonder

                  Has he a heart in his ribs?

               

               
                  My heart may tremble

                  My back is a yardstick

               

               
                  6

                  Much of the afternoon

                  when I should be writing reports

                  I draft these lines on willow leaves

               

               
                  as they fall sharp

                  in patterns on the many paths

               

               
                  7

                  The first official

                  day of spring finds me

                  collecting fines

               

               
                  and the longstemmed

                  flowering currant in flower

               

               
                  8

                  I get noticed for the willow verse

                  Larger matters are not in my gift

                  The willow curves in its own script

               

               
                  Eye for detail has the say

                  in offices like mine

               

               
                  9

                  In this courtyard

                  a famous dialogue is set

                  and we discussed it here

               

               
                  Duty keeps calling me back

                  where I can look out for you

               

               
                  10

                  Silky sky

                  haze of pollen

                  are bringing back my thoughts

               

               
                  Once we were candid

                  and cast a single shade

               

               
                  11

                  As the peartree fails

                  and friends drop away

                  it is often the slightest things

               

               
                  Child’s play with pebbles

                  The scent of rain long delayed

               

               
                  12

                  My young colleague passes

                  a newborn son

                  round the table like a cheese

               

               
                  wishing him nothing but brains

                  which have done so much for us

               

               
                  13

                  Having once passed exams

                  l can sit at this table

                  tracing name after name

               

               
                  and absently look up at the wall

                  and name what frightens me

               

               
                  14

                  Press gangs

                  go with my seal

                  along the springline villages

               

               
                  though l would rather protect

                  the poor of this world

               

               
                  15

                  l dreamed again

                  of the slight field

                  in the small of the hill

               

               
                  as though the edge could keep

                  when the knife is melted down

               

               
                  16

                  Horsemen muster on the plain

                  Stupid birds will soon be setting out

                  where I am forbidden to go

               

               
                  longing for here

                  where I used to hear you laugh

               

               
                  17

                  A brace of duck

                  beck and call

                  neither calling first

               

               
                  The sun a crimson seal

                  The lake a cleaned mirror

               

               
                  18

                  In another room

                  someone cuts fennel

                  an entrancing smell

               

               
                  Whole provinces pass

                  into other hands

               

               
                  19

                  Horsemen return

                  Several villages

                  a single plume of smoke

               

               
                  Even at my desk

                  winter sets in

               

               
                  20

                  Sick leave enables

                  me to linger for once

                  with the hundred poets

               

               
                  those of dispassion

                  those of inmost thought

               

               
                  21

                  Being reliable

                  I know what it means

                  to pass on orders

               

               
                  Being liable

                  I know what exile means

               

               
                  22

                  By a single taper

                  I write out an old verse

                  I would care to have written

               

               
                  dwelling on love

                  that bookish theme

               

               
                  23

                  Dusk

                  a frail bridge

                  I cannot put you out of mind

               

               
                  A skein of geese

                  Mist rising from the lake

               

               
                  24

                  Clear stars only recall

                  the alterable things

                  as I lie with my thoughts

               

               
                  Elsewhere in the house

                  a child cries with my voice

               

               
                  25

                  In the presence of others

                  you touched me on the wrist

                  Woken early by messages my dreams

               

               
                  go on and I wonder how you are

                  somewhere beyond in the morning
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               For One Night Only

            

            
               
                  As I walked alone at night on Port Meadow

                  She revealed herself as a frail curtain,

                  The merest breeze gently wavering between

                  Greenish and pink, so I had to exclaim:

                  Though so far south, you are the famous Aurora!

               

               
                  I was magnetised by the fold and flow of fabric

                  As though clinging to the limbs of a goddess

                  Whose descendant the very next day I enticed

                  To walk with me at the same place and time

                  In impious promise of Her apparition again.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Sole Proprietor

            

            
               
                  The door of her darkened shop

                  where no one seems to buy

                  (perhaps it’s time to give up)

               

               
                  is her viewing pavilion

               

               
                  a door to that afternoon when he

                  showing off to her

                  climbed a tree to unsnag a kite.
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               The English Cemetery in Florence

               After Franco Fortini

            

            
               
                  Evening, October

                  and even now

                  through the avenues the mist

                  lightly

                  veils the plane trees

                  as in those times of ours

                  walled in ivy and cypress.

               

               
                  The keepers

                  are burning twigs and dry laurels.

                  Greenish the smoke

                  like that from charcoal burners

                  in the mountains.

                   

                   

               

               
                  They would die,

                  those evenings, already chill

                  and I would search

                  for your wrist to stroke.

                  Then were the uncertain lights

                  the large shadows of gardens

                  and your firm step on the gravel

               

               
                  and the stone at the iron gates

                  you used to say

                  had the smell of October in it

                  and the smoke had a breath of the vintage

                  and your mouth

                  opened itself in the dark

                  a slow yielding grape.

               

               
                  And now perhaps I would not recognise

                  your form.

               

               
                  I suppose you are alive

                  and think sometimes

               

               
                  of how much passed between us

               

               
                  and how much is passed

               

               
                  And from time to time

                  a longing such as may sigh in the dead

               

               
                  to go back

                  to look again

                  on the one you used to be

                   

                   

               

               
                  walking in those evenings of a time

                  which has no place

               

               
                  even though

                  even now

                  I am walking down these avenues of Florence

                  where the mist

                  lightly

                  veils the plane trees

               

               
                  and in the gardens burn

                  the laurel fires.
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               A Swallow

               For David Blake

            

            
               
                  Year after year a swallow tries to nest

                  on the self-same balcony.

                  Year after year the housewife clears it out

                  only to find that speck of lime.

               

               
                  How can the swallow remember a time

                  when it was not unwelcome

                  on that balcony facing south

                  where year after year it still tries to nest?

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Core

            

            
               
                  The wall I see from my desk where a core

                  thrown aside has become a blossoming tree

                  an apple core thrown by the wall

                  becoming as though to read my thoughts

                  a small bearing tree

                  noticed by passers-by who scrump

                  an apple or share to their friends

                  its blossom in Spring

               

               
                  shows me this morning a woman so

                  magnificently pregnant and also

                  defenceless with laughter

                  at some story her man insists on telling her

                  that she has to lean

                  quaking against the appletree wall. Here’s!

                  to the accident that chucked that core.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
25
               Wedding Song

               For Pam and Nick

            

            
               
                  True Birds of Paradise

                  Never alight or nest

                  But wing unflaggingly

                  Throughout the vacant skies

                  Touching no stone or tree.

               

               
                  If so, let us be false

                  And take our colours from

                  Flowers that make their show

                  In a bird’s likeness but

                  Strike harder roots below.

               

               
                  Grounded, let us delight

                  In all that draws a stem

                  From soil of actual things.

                  Admire the petal’s beak.

                  Observe the annual rings.
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               Lines Pinned to a Study Door

            

            
               
                  Mireille

               

               
                  When first I read in cunning Chaucer’s line

                  The lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne

                  I took the gist for poetry and mine,

                  The reader’s smile so troublesome to earn.

               

               
                  The entrance to your hospital engraves

                  An ageless maxim of Hippocrates –

                  ars longa vita brevis – as it braves

                  The cure for this, our bodies’ brief disease.

               

               
                  One phrase distills our art and oath,

                  A lifelong study for us both.
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               Riddle of the Skin

            

            
               
                  As I print out your body lying under mine

                  You could read my lines who,

                  Being as deep as your beauty, twist

                  Into so many faces for your friends.

                  I feel for you in sleet and fire.

                  I handle your goods and chattels.

                  I am duly touched by your family.

                  You and I are all but inseparable

                  Although a hiding could scare me away.

                  Forfend that you that thinks I’m you

                  Should see yourself, raw as you are.

                  No thinking but I contain it.

                  No thinking when I turn to wax.

                  Without me, your body’s bandage,

                  Mankind is but a walking wound.
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