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Introduction





By the time of her death, on 11 February 1963, Sylvia Plath had written a large bulk of poetry. To my knowledge, she never scrapped any of her poetic efforts. With one or two exceptions, she brought every piece she worked on to some final form acceptable to her, rejecting at most the odd verse, or a false head or a false tail. Her attitude to her verse was artisan-like: if she couldn’t get a table out of the material, she was quite happy to get a chair, or even a toy. The end product for her was not so much a successful poem, as something that had temporarily exhausted her ingenuity. So this book contains not merely what verse she saved, but—after 1956—all she wrote.


From quite early she began to assemble her poems into a prospective collection, which at various times she presented—always hopeful—to publishers and to the judging committees of contests. The collection evolved through the years in a natural way, shedding old poems and growing new ones, until by the time the contract for The Colossus was signed with Heinemann, in London, on 11 February 1960, this first book had gone through several titles and several changes of substance. ‘I had a vision in the dark art lecture room today of the title of my book of poems,’ she wrote in early 1958. ‘It came to me suddenly with great clarity that The Earthenware Head was the right title, the only title.’ She goes on to say, ‘Somehow this new title spells for me the release from the old crystal-brittle and sugar-faceted voice of Circus in Three Rings and Two Lovers and a Beachcomber’ (the two immediately preceding titles). Two months later she had replaced The Earthenware Head, briefly, with The Everlasting Monday. A fortnight later the title had become Full Fathom Five, ‘after what I consider one of my best and most curiously moving poems, about my father-sea god-muse … “[The Lady and] The Earthenware Head” is out: once, in England, my “best poem”: too fancy, glassy, patchy and rigid—it embarrasses me now—with its ten elaborate epithets for head in five verses.’


During the next year Full Fathom Five was replaced by The Bull of Bendylaw, but then in May 1959 she wrote: ‘Changed title of poetry book in an inspiration to The Devil of the Stairs … this title encompasses my book and “explains” the poems of despair, which is as deceitful as hope is.’ This title lasted until October, when she was at Yaddo, and now on a different kind of inspiration she noted: ‘Wrote two poems that pleased me. One a poem to Nicholas’ (she expected a son, and titled the poem ‘The Manor Garden’) ‘and one the old father-worship subject’ (which she titled ‘The Colossus’). ‘But different. Weirder. I see a picture, a weather, in these poems. Took “Medallion” out of the early book and made up my mind to start a second book, regardless. The main thing is to get rid of the idea that what I write now is for the old book. That soggy book. So I have three poems for the new, temporarily called The Colossus and other poems.’


This decision to start a new book ‘regardless’, and get rid of all that she’d written up to then, coincided with the first real breakthrough in her writing, as it is now possible to see. The actual inner process of this quite sudden development is interestingly recorded, in a metaphorical way, in ‘Poem for a Birthday’, which she was thinking about on 22 October 1959 (cf. note on No. 119). On 4 November she wrote: ‘Miraculously I wrote seven poems in my “Poem for a Birthday” sequence, and the two little ones before it, “The Manor Garden” and “The Colossus”, I find colorful and amusing. But the manuscript of my [old] book seems dead to me. So far off, so far gone. It has almost no chance of finding a publisher: just sent it out to the seventh…. There is nothing for it but to try to publish it in England.’ A few days later she noted: ‘I wrote a good poem this week on our walk Sunday to the burnt-out spa, a second-book poem. How it consoles me, the idea of a second book with these new poems: “The Manor Garden”, “The Colossus”, the seven birthday poems and perhaps “Medallion”, if I don’t stick it in my present book.’ But then she realized: ‘If I were accepted by a publisher … I would feel a need to throw all my new poems in, to bolster the book.’


This last is exactly what happened. With time running out at Yaddo, which had suddenly become so fruitful for her, followed by the upheaval of returning to England in December, she was able to add very little to her ‘second’ book. So it was this combination of the old poems, which she had inwardly rejected, and the few new ones that seemed to her so different, that James Michie told her—in January 1960—Heinemann would like to publish, under the title of The Colossus.


Once that contract had been signed, she started again, though with a noticeable difference. As before, a poem was always ‘a book poem’ or ‘not a book poem’, but now she seemed more relaxed about it, and made no attempt to find an anxious mothering title for the growing brood, over the next two years, until she was overtaken by the inspiration that produced the poems of the last six months of her life.


Some time around Christmas 1962, she gathered most of what are now known as the ‘Ariel’ poems in a black spring binder, and arranged them in a careful sequence. (At the time, she pointed out that it began with the word ‘Love’ and ended with the word ‘Spring’. The exact order of her text is given in the Notes, p. 295.) This collection of hers excluded almost everything she had written between The Colossus and July 1962—or two and a half years’ work. She had her usual trouble with a title. On the title-page of her manuscript The Rival is replaced by A Birthday Present which is replaced by Daddy. It was only a short time before she died that she altered the title again, to Ariel.


The Ariel eventually published in 1965 was a somewhat different volume from the one she had planned. It incorporated most of the dozen or so poems she had gone on to write in 1963, though she herself, recognizing the different inspiration of these new pieces, regarded them as the beginnings of a third book. It omitted some of the more personally aggressive poems from 1962, and might have omitted one or two more if she had not already published them herself in magazines—so that by 1965 they were widely known. The collection that appeared was my eventual compromise between publishing a large bulk of her work—including much of the post-Colossus but pre-Ariel verse—and introducing her late work more cautiously, printing perhaps only twenty poems to begin with. (Several advisers had felt that the violent contradictory feelings expressed in those pieces might prove hard for the reading public to take. In one sense, as it turned out, this apprehension showed some insight.)


A further collection, Crossing the Water (1971), contained most of the poems written between the two earlier books; and the same year the final collection, Winter Trees, was published, containing eighteen uncollected poems of the late period together with her verse play for radio, Three Women, which had been written in early 1962.


The aim of the present complete edition, which contains a numbered sequence of the 224 poems written after 1956 together with a further 50 poems chosen from her pre-1956 work, is to bring Sylvia Plath’s poetry together in one volume, including the various uncollected and unpublished pieces, and to set everything in as true a chronological order as is possible, so that the whole progress and achievement of this unusual poet will become accessible to readers.


*


The manuscripts on which this collection is based fall roughly into three phases, and each has presented slightly different problems to the editor.


The first phase might be called her juvenilia and the first slight problem here was to decide where it ended. A logical division occurs, conveniently, at the end of 1955, Just after the end of her twenty-third year. The 220 or more poems written before this are of interest mainly to specialists. Sylvia Plath had set these pieces (many of them from her early teens) firmly behind her and would certainly never have republished them herself. Nevertheless, quite a few seem worth preserving for the general reader. At their best, they are as distinctive and as finished as anything she wrote later. They can be intensely artificial, but they are always lit with her unique excitement. And that sense of a deep mathematical inevitability in the sound and texture of her lines was well developed quite early. One can see here, too, how exclusively her writing depended on a supercharged system of inner symbols and images, an enclosed cosmic circus. If that could have been projected visually, the substance and patterning of these poems would have made very curious mandalas. As poems, they are always inspired high jinks, but frequently quite a bit more. And even at their weakest they help chart the full acceleration towards her final take-off.


The greater part of these early poems survive in final typed copies; some others have been recovered from magazines, and still others, not in the typescript and not appearing in any magazine, have turned up in letters and elsewhere. Presumably there may be more, still hidden. The chronological order of the work of this period is often impossible to determine, except in its broadest outlines. A date can sometimes be fixed from a letter or from the date of magazine publication, but she occasionally took poems up again—sometimes years later—and reworked them.


From this whole pre-1956 period, I have selected what seem to be the best, some fifty pieces, and these are printed—as nearly as possible in the order of their writing—at the back of the book, as an appendix. Also given there is a complete list, alphabetically by title, of all the pre-1956 poems that survive, with dates where these can be assigned.


The second phase of Sylvia Plath’s writing falls between early 1956 and late 1960. Early 1956 presents itself as a watershed, because from later this year come the earliest poems of her first collection, The Colossus. And from this time I worked closely with her and watched the poems being written, so I am reasonably sure that everything is here. Searching over the years, we have failed to unearth any others. Final typescripts exist for all of them. The chronological order, also, is less in doubt here, though the problem does still linger. Her evolution as a poet went rapidly through successive moults of style, as she realized her true matter and voice. Each fresh phase tended to bring out a group of poems bearing a general family likeness, and is usually associated in my memory with a particular time and place. At each move we made, she seemed to shed a style.


So the sequence of the groups of poems through this period is fairly certain. But I am rarely sure now which poem comes before which in any particular group. In among them, the odd poem will pop up that looks like a leftover from long before. Occasionally, she anticipated herself and produced a poem (‘Two Lovers and a Beachcomber by the Real Sea’, for instance, in the pre-1956 selection, or ‘The Stones’ from her 1959 ‘Poem for a Birthday’) which now seems to belong quite a bit later. In several cases I can fix poems precisely to a date and place. (She was writing ‘Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper’ on a parapet over the Seine on 21 June 1956.) Then again, in one or two cases the dates she left on the manuscripts contradict what seem to me very definite memories. So I have nowhere attempted to affix a date where none appears on the manuscript. Fortunately, after 1956 she kept a full record of the dates on which she sent her poems off to magazines, and she usually did this as soon as possible after writing them, which sets one limit to my approximations of order.


The third and final phase of her work, from the editorial point of view, dates from about September 1960. Around that time, she started the habit of dating the final typescript of each poem. On the two or three occasions when she modified a poem later, she dated the revision as well. From early 1962 she began to save all her handwritten drafts (which up to that time she had systematically destroyed as she went along), and provisional final versions among these are usually dated as well. So throughout this period the calendar sequence is correct, and the only occasional doubt concerns the order of composition among poems written on the same day.


I have resisted the temptation to reproduce the drafts of these last poems in variorum completeness. These drafts are arguably an important part of Sylvia Plath’s complete works. Some of the handwritten pages are aswarm with startling, beautiful phrases and lines, crowding all over the place, many of them in no way less remarkable than the ones she eventually picked out to make her final poem. But printing them all would have made a huge volume.


A poem ‘for two voices’, never produced or published, is given in the notes to the poem ‘Ouija’ (No. 62), where it is relevant. Some cancelled but quite large fragments or sections of poems are also given in the Notes, and the poet’s literal rendering of Rilke’s ‘A Prophet’. The Notes provide brief biographical information for each of the years 1956–1963, and the background on certain poems. A concordance sets out the contents of each of the four published volumes in terms of the chronological numbering adopted in this complete edition.


*


Thanks and acknowledgements are due to Judith Kroll, who went over the manuscripts and did much to establish many of the final texts in their detail, and to the Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington, for access to the Sylvia Plath Archive of juvenilia.
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1956





















1 Conversation Among the Ruins









Through portico of my elegant house you stalk


With your wild furies, disturbing garlands of fruit


And the fabulous lutes and peacocks, rending the net


Of all decorum which holds the whirlwind back.


Now, rich order of walls is fallen; rooks croak


Above the appalling ruin; in bleak light


Of your stormy eye, magic takes flight


Like a daunted witch, quitting castle when real days break. 







Fractured pillars frame prospects of rock;


While you stand heroic in coat and tie, I sit


Composed in Grecian tunic and psyche-knot,


Rooted to your black look, the play turned tragic:


With such blight wrought on our bankrupt estate,


What ceremony of words can patch the havoc?



























2 Winter Landscape, with Rooks









Water in the millrace, through a sluice of stone,


  plunges headlong into that black pond


where, absurd and out-of-season, a single swan


  floats chaste as snow, taunting the clouded mind


which hungers to haul the white reflection down.







The austere sun descends above the fen,


  an orange cyclops-eye, scorning to look


longer on this landscape of chagrin;


  feathered dark in thought, I stalk like a rook,


brooding as the winter night comes on.







Last summer’s reeds are all engraved in ice


  as is your image in my eye; dry frost


glazes the window of my hurt; what solace


  can be struck from rock to make heart’s waste


grow green again? Who’d walk in this bleak place?



























3 Pursuit







Dans le fond des forêts votre image me suit.


RACINE









There is a panther stalks me down:


  One day I’ll have my death of him;


  His greed has set the woods aflame,


He prowls more lordly than the sun.


Most soft, most suavely glides that step,


  Advancing always at my back;


  From gaunt hemlock, rooks croak havoc:


The hunt is on, and sprung the trap.


Flayed by thorns I trek the rocks,


  Haggard through the hot white noon.


  Along red network of his veins


What fires run, what craving wakes?







Insatiate, he ransacks the land


  Condemned by our ancestral fault,


  Crying: blood, let blood be spilt;


Meat must glut his mouth’s raw wound.


Keen the rending teeth and sweet


  The singeing fury of his fur;


  His kisses parch, each paw’s a briar,


Doom consummates that appetite.


In the wake of this fierce cat,


  Kindled like torches for his joy,


  Charred and ravened women lie,


Become his starving body’s bait.







Now hills hatch menace, spawning shade;


  Midnight cloaks the sultry grove;


  The black marauder, hauled by love


On fluent haunches, keeps my speed.


Behind snarled thickets of my eyes


  Lurks the lithe one; in dreams’ ambush


  Bright those claws that mar the flesh


And hungry, hungry, those taut thighs.


His ardor snares me, lights the trees,


  And I run flaring in my skin;


  What lull, what cool can lap me in


When burns and brands that yellow gaze?







I hurl my heart to halt his pace,


  To quench his thirst I squander blood;


  He eats, and still his need seeks food,


Compels a total sacrifice.


His voice waylays me, spells a trance,


  The gutted forest falls to ash;


  Appalled by secret want, I rush


From such assault of radiance.


Entering the tower of my fears,


  I shut my doors on that dark guilt,


  I bolt the door, each door I bolt.


Blood quickens, gonging in my ears:







The panther’s tread is on the stairs,


Coming up and up the stairs.



























4 Bucolics









Mayday: two came to field in such wise:


‘A daisied mead,’ each said to each,


So were they one; so sought they couch,


Across barbed stile, through flocked brown cows.







‘No pitchforked farmer, please,’ she said;


‘May cockcrow guard us safe,’ said he;


By blackthorn thicket, flower spray


They pitched their coats, come to green bed.







Below: a fen where water stood;


Aslant: their hill of stinging nettle;


Then, honor-bound, mute grazing cattle;


Above: leaf-wraithed white air, white cloud.







All afternoon these lovers lay


Until the sun turned pale from warm,


Until sweet wind changed tune, blew harm:


Cruel nettles stung her ankles raw.







Rueful, most vexed, that tender skin


Should accept so fell a wound,


He stamped and cracked stalks to the ground


Which had caused his dear girl pain.







Now he goes from his rightful road


And, under honor, will depart;


While she stands burning, venom-girt,


In wait for sharper smart to fade.



























5 Tale of a Tub









The photographic chamber of the eye


records bare painted walls, while an electric light


flays the chromium nerves of plumbing raw;


such poverty assaults the ego; caught


naked in the merely actual room,


the stranger in the lavatory mirror


puts on a public grin, repeats our name


but scrupulously reflects the usual terror.







Just how guilty are we when the ceiling


reveals no cracks that can be decoded? when washbowl


maintains it has no more holy calling


than physical ablution, and the towel


dryly disclaims that fierce troll faces lurk


in its explicit folds? or when the window,


blind with steam, will not admit the dark


which shrouds our prospects in ambiguous shadow?







Twenty years ago, the familiar tub


bred an ample batch of omens; but now


water faucets spawn no danger; each crab


and octopus—scrabbling just beyond the view,


waiting for some accidental break


in ritual, to strike—is definitely gone;


the authentic sea denies them and will pluck


fantastic flesh down to the honest bone.







We take the plunge; under water our limbs


waver, faintly green, shuddering away


from the genuine color of skin; can our dreams


ever blur the intransigent lines which draw


the shape that shuts us in? absolute fact


intrudes even when the revolted eye


is closed; the tub exists behind our back:


its glittering surfaces are blank and true.







Yet always the ridiculous nude flanks urge


the fabrication of some cloth to cover


such starkness; accuracy must not stalk at large:


each day demands we create our whole world over,


disguising the constant horror in a coat


of many-colored fictions; we mask our past


in the green of eden, pretend future’s shining fruit


can sprout from the navel of this present waste.







In this particular tub, two knees jut up


like icebergs, while minute brown hairs rise


on arms and legs in a fringe of kelp; green soap


navigates the tidal slosh of seas


breaking on legendary beaches; in faith


we shall board our imagined ship and wildly sail


among sacred islands of the mad till death


shatters the fabulous stars and makes us real.






























6 Southern Sunrise









Color of lemon, mango, peach,


These storybook villas


Still dream behind


Shutters, their balconies


Fine as hand-


Made lace, or a leaf-and-flower pen-sketch.







Tilting with the winds,


On arrowy stems,


Pineapple-barked,


A green crescent of palms


Sends up its forked


Firework of fronds.







A quartz-clear dawn


Inch by bright inch


Gilds all our Avenue,


And out of the blue drench


Of Angels’ Bay


Rises the round red watermelon sun.



























7 Channel Crossing









On storm-struck deck, wind sirens caterwaul;


With each tilt, shock and shudder, our blunt ship


Cleaves forward into fury; dark as anger,


Waves wallop, assaulting the stubborn hull.


Flayed by spray, we take the challenge up,


Grip the rail, squint ahead, and wonder how much longer







Such force can last; but beyond, the neutral view


Shows, rank on rank, the hungry seas advancing.


Below, rocked havoc-sick, voyagers lie


Retching in bright orange basins; a refugee


Sprawls, hunched in black, among baggage, wincing


Under the strict mask of his agony.







Far from the sweet stench of that perilous air


In which our comrades are betrayed, we freeze


And marvel at the smashing nonchalance


Of nature: what better way to test taut fiber


Than against this onslaught, these casual blasts of ice


That wrestle with us like angels; the mere chance







Of making harbor through this racketing flux


Taunts us to valor. Blue sailors sang that our journey


Would be full of sun, white gulls, and water drenched


With radiance, peacock-colored; instead, bleak rocks


Jutted early to mark our going, while sky


Curded over with clouds and chalk cliffs blanched







In sullen light of the inauspicious day.


Now, free, by hazard’s quirk, from the common ill


Knocking our brothers down, we strike a stance


Most mock-heroic, to cloak our waking awe


At this rare rumpus which no man can control:


Meek and proud both fall; stark violence







Lays all walls waste; private estates are torn,


Ransacked in the public eye. We forsake


Our lone luck now, compelled by bond, by blood,


To keep some unsaid pact; perhaps concern


Is helpless here, quite extra, yet we must make


The gesture, bend and hold the prone man’s head.







And so we sail toward cities, streets and homes


Of other men, where statues celebrate


Brave acts played out in peace, in war; all dangers


End: green shores appear; we assume our names,


Our luggage, as docks halt our brief epic; no debt


Survives arrival; we walk the plank with strangers.






























8 Prospect









Among orange-tile rooftops


  and chimney pots


the fen fog slips,


  gray as rats, 







while on spotted branch


  of the sycamore


two black rooks hunch


  and darkly glare,







watching for night,


  with absinthe eye


cocked on the lone, late,


  passer-by.



























9 The Queen’s Complaint









In ruck and quibble of courtfolk


This giant hulked, I tell you, on her scene


With hands like derricks,


Looks fierce and black as rooks;


Why, all the windows broke when he stalked in.







Her dainty acres he ramped through


And used her gentle doves with manners rude;


I do not know


What fury urged him slay


Her antelope who meant him naught but good.







She spoke most chiding in his ear


Till he some pity took upon her crying;


Of rich attire


He made her shoulders bare


And solaced her, but quit her at cock’s crowing.







A hundred heralds she sent out


To summon in her slight all doughty men


Whose force might fit


Shape of her sleep, her thought—


None of that greenhorn lot matched her bright crown.







So she is come to this rare pass


Whereby she treks in blood through sun and squall


And sings you thus:


‘How sad, alas, it is


To see my people shrunk so small, so small.’



























10 Ode for Ted









From under crunch of my man’s boot


green oat-sprouts jut;


he names a lapwing, starts rabbits in a rout


legging it most nimble


to sprigged hedge of bramble,


stalks red fox, shrewd stoat.







Loam-humps, he says, moles shunt


up from delved worm-haunt;


blue fur, moles have; hefting chalk-hulled flint


he with rock splits open


knobbed quartz; flayed colors ripen


rich, brown, sudden in sunglint.







For his least look, scant acres yield:


each finger-furrowed field


heaves forth stalk, leaf, fruit-nubbed emerald;


bright grain sprung so rarely


he hauls to his will early;


at his hand’s staunch hest, birds build.







Ringdoves roost well within his wood,


shirr songs to suit which mood


he saunters in; how but most glad


could be this adam’s woman


when all earth his words do summon


leaps to laud such man’s blood!





21 April 1956
























11 Firesong









Born green we were


to this flawed garden,


but in speckled thickets, waited as a toad,


spitefully skulks our warden,


fixing his snare


which hauls down buck, cock, trout, till all most fair


is tricked to falter in spilt blood.







Now our whole task’s to hack


some angel-shape worth wearing


from his crabbed midden where all’s wrought so awry


that no straight inquiring


could unlock


shrewd catch silting our each bright act back


to unmade mud cloaked by sour sky.







Sweet salts warped stem


of weeds we tackle towards way’s rank ending;


scorched by red sun


we heft globed flint, racked in veins’ barbed bindings;


brave love, dream


not of staunching such strict flame, but come,


lean to my wound; burn on, burn on.



























12 Song for a Summer’s Day









Through fen and farmland walking


With my own country love


I saw slow flocked cows move


White hulks on their day’s cruising;


Sweet grass sprang for their grazing.







The air was bright for looking:


Most far in blue, aloft,


Clouds steered a burnished drift;


Larks’ nip and tuck arising


Came in for my love’s praising.







Sheen of the noon sun striking


Took my heart as if


It were a green-tipped leaf


Kindled by my love’s pleasing


Into an ardent blazing.







And so, together, talking,


Through Sunday’s honey-air


We walked (and still walk there—


Out of the sun’s bruising)


Till the night mists came rising.



























13 Two Sisters of Persephone









Two girls there are: within the house


One sits; the other, without.


Daylong a duet of shade and light


Plays between these.







In her dark wainscoted room


The first works problems on


A mathematical machine.


Dry ticks mark time







As she calculates each sum.


At this barren enterprise


Rat-shrewd go her squint eyes,


Root-pale her meager frame.







Bronzed as earth, the second lies,


Hearing ticks blown gold


Like pollen on bright air. Lulled


Near a bed of poppies,







She sees how their red silk flare


Of petaled blood


Burns open to sun’s blade.


On that green altar







Freely become sun’s bride, the latter


Grows quick with seed.


Grass-couched in her labor’s pride,


She bears a king. Turned bitter







And sallow as any lemon,


The other, wry virgin to the last,


Goes graveward with flesh laid waste,


Worm-husbanded, yet no woman.



























14 Vanity Fair









Through frost-thick weather


This witch sidles, fingers crooked, as if


Caught in a hazardous medium that might


Merely by its continuing


Attach her to heaven.







At eye’s envious corner


Crow’s-feet copy veining on stained leaf;


Cold squint steals sky’s color; while bruit


Of bells calls holy ones, her tongue


Backtalks at the raven







Cleaving furred air


Over her skull’s midden; no knife


Rivals her whetted look, divining what conceit


Waylays simple girls, church-going,


And what heart’s oven







Craves most to cook batter


Rich in strayings with every amorous oaf,


Ready, for a trinket,


To squander owl-hours on bracken bedding,


Flesh unshriven.







Against virgin prayer


This sorceress sets mirrors enough


To distract beauty’s thought;


Lovesick at first fond song,


Each vain girl’s driven







To believe beyond heart’s flare


No fire is, nor in any book proof


Sun hoists soul up after lids fall shut;


So she wills all to the black king.


The worst sloven







Vies with best queen over


Right to blaze as satan’s wife;


Housed in earth, those million brides shriek out.


Some burn short, some long,


Staked in pride’s coven.



























15 Strumpet Song









With white frost gone


And all green dreams not worth much,


After a lean day’s work


Time comes round for that foul slut:


Mere bruit of her takes our street


Until every man,


Red, pale or dark,


Veers to her slouch.







Mark, I cry, that mouth


Made to do violence on,


That seamed face


Askew with blotch, dint, scar







Struck by each dour year.


Walks there not some such one man


As can spare breath


To patch with brand of love this rank grimace


Which out from black tarn, ditch and cup


Into my most chaste own eyes


Looks up.



























16 Tinker Jack and the Tidy Wives









‘Come lady, bring that pot


Gone black of polish


And whatever pan this mending master


Should trim back to shape.


I’ll correct each mar


On silver dish,


And shine that kettle of copper


At your fireside


Bright as blood.







‘Come lady, bring that face


Fallen from luster.


Time’s soot in bleared eye


Can be made to glister


For small charge.


No form’s gone so awry,


Crook-back or bandy-leg,


But Tinker Jack can forge


Beauty from hag.







‘Whatever scath


Fierce fire’s wrought


Jack will touch up


And fit for use.


What scar’s been knocked


Into cracked heart


Jack shall repair.







‘And if there be


Young wives still blithe,


Still fair,


Whose labor’s not yet smoked


Their fine skin sere,


From their white heat


Before he part


Let Jack catch fire.’



























17 Faun









Haunched like a faun, he hooed


From grove of moon-glint and fen-frost


Until all owls in the twigged forest


Flapped black to look and brood


On the call this man made.







No sound but a drunken coot


Lurching home along river bank.


Stars hung water-sunk, so a rank


Of double star-eyes lit


Boughs where those owls sat.







An arena of yellow eyes


Watched the changing shape he cut,


Saw hoof harden from foot, saw sprout


Goat-horns. Marked how god rose


And galloped woodward in that guise.



























18 Street Song









By a mad miracle I go intact


Among the common rout


Thronging sidewalk, street,


And bickering shops;


Nobody blinks a lid, gapes,


Or cries that this raw flesh


Reeks of the butcher’s cleaver,


Its heart and guts hung hooked


And bloodied as a cow’s split frame


Parceled out by white-jacketed assassins.







Oh no, for I strut it clever


As a greenly escaped idiot,


Buying wine, bread,


Yellow-casqued chrysanthemums—


Arming myself with the most reasonable items


To ward off, at all cost, suspicions


Roused by thorned hands, feet, head,


And that great wound


Squandering red


From the flayed side.







Even as my each mangled nerve-end


Trills its hurt out


Above pitch of pedestrian ear,


So, perhaps I, knelled dumb by your absence,


Alone can hear


Sun’s parched scream,


Every downfall and crash


Of gutted star,


And, more daft than any goose,


This cracked world’s incessant gabble and hiss.



























19 Letter to a Purist









That grandiose colossus who


Stood astride


The envious assaults of sea


(Essaying, wave by wave,


Tide by tide,


To undo him, perpetually),


Has nothing on you,


O my love,







O my great idiot, who


With one foot


Caught (as it were) in the muck-trap


Of skin and bone,


Dithers with the other way out


In preposterous provinces of the madcap


Cloud-cuckoo,


Agawp at the impeccable moon.



























20 Soliloquy of the Solipsist









I?


I walk alone;


The midnight street


Spins itself from under my feet;


When my eyes shut


These dreaming houses all snuff out;


Through a whim of mine


Over gables the moon’s celestial onion


Hangs high.







I


Make houses shrink


And trees diminish


By going far; my look’s leash


Dangles the puppet-people


Who, unaware how they dwindle,


Laugh, kiss, get drunk,


Nor guess that if I choose to blink


They die.







I


When in good humor,


Give grass its green


Blazon sky blue, and endow the sun


With gold;


Yet, in my wintriest moods, I hold


Absolute power


To boycott color and forbid any flower


To be.







I


Know you appear


Vivid at my side,


Denying you sprang out of my head,


Claiming you feel


Love fiery enough to prove flesh real,


Though it’s quite clear


All your beauty, all your wit, is a gift, my dear,


From me.



























21 Dialogue Between Ghost and Priest









In the rectory garden on his evening walk


Paced brisk Father Shawn. A cold day, a sodden one it was


In black November. After a sliding rain


Dew stood in chill sweat on each stalk,


Each thorn; spiring from wet earth, a blue haze


Hung caught in dark-webbed branches like a fabulous heron.







Hauled sudden from solitude,


Hair prickling on his head,


Father Shawn perceived a ghost


Shaping itself from that mist.







‘How now,’ Father Shawn crisply addressed the ghost


Wavering there, gauze-edged, smelling of woodsmoke,


‘What manner of business are you on?


From your blue pallor, I’d say you inhabited the frozen waste


Of hell, and not the fiery part. Yet to judge by that dazzled look,


That noble mien, perhaps you’ve late quitted heaven?’







In voice furred with frost,


Ghost said to priest:


‘Neither of those countries do I frequent:


Earth is my haunt.’







‘Come, come,’ Father Shawn gave an impatient shrug,


‘I don’t ask you to spin some ridiculous fable


Of gilded harps or gnawing fire: simply tell


After your life’s end, what just epilogue


God ordained to follow up your days. Is it such trouble


To satisfy the questions of a curious old fool?’







‘In life, love gnawed my skin


To this white bone;


What love did then, love does now:


Gnaws me through.’







‘What love,’ asked Father Shawn, ‘but too great love


Of flawed earth-flesh could cause this sorry pass?


Some damned condition you are in:


Thinking never to have left the world, you grieve


As though alive, shriveling in torment thus


To atone as shade for sin that lured blind man.’







‘The day of doom


Is not yet come.


Until that time


A crock of dust is my dear home.’







‘Fond phantom,’ cried shocked Father Shawn,


‘Can there be such stubbornness—


A soul grown feverish, clutching its dead body-tree


Like a last storm-crossed leaf? Best get you gone


To judgment in a higher court of grace.


Repent, depart, before God’s trump-crack splits the sky.’







From that pale mist


Ghost swore to priest:


‘There sits no higher court


Than man’s red heart.’






























22 The Glutton









He, hunger-stung, hard to slake,


So fitted is for my black luck


(With heat such as no man could have


And yet keep kind)


That all merit’s in being meat


Seasoned how he’d most approve;


Blood’s broth,


Filched by his hand,


Choice wassail makes, cooked hot,


Cupped quick to mouth;


Though prime parts cram each rich meal,


He’ll not spare


Nor scant his want until


Sacked larder’s gone bone-bare.



























23 Monologue at 3 a.m.









Better that every fiber crack


and fury make head,


blood drenching vivid


couch, carpet, floor


and the snake-figured almanac


vouching you are


a million green counties from here,







than to sit mute, twitching so


under prickling stars,


with stare, with curse


blackening the time


goodbyes were said, trains let go,


and I, great magnanimous fool, thus wrenched from


my one kingdom.






























24 Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper









No novice


In those elaborate rituals


Which allay the malice


Of knotted table and crooked chair,


The new woman in the ward


Wears purple, steps carefully


Among her secret combinations of eggshells


And breakable hummingbirds,


Footing sallow as a mouse


Between the cabbage-roses


Which are slowly opening their furred petals


To devour and drag her down


Into the carpet’s design.







With bird-quick eye cocked askew


She can see in the nick of time


How perilous needles grain the floorboards


And outwit their brambled plan;


Now through her ambushed air,


Adazzle with bright shards


Of broken glass,


She edges with wary breath,


Fending off jag and tooth,


Until, turning sideways,


She lifts one webbed foot after the other


Into the still, sultry weather


Of the patients’ dining room.



























25 Recantation









‘Tea leaves I’ve given up,


And that crooked line


On the queen’s palm


Is no more my concern.


On my black pilgrimage


This moon-pocked crystal ball


Will break before it help;


Rather than croak out


What’s to come,


My darling ravens are flown.







‘Forswear those freezing tricks of sight


And all else I’ve taught


Against the flower in the blood:


Not wealth nor wisdom stands


Above the simple vein,


The straight mouth.


Go to your greenhorn youth


Before time ends


And do good


With your white hands.’



























26 The Shrike









When night comes black


Such royal dreams beckon this man


As lift him apart


From his earth-wife’s side


To wing, sleep-feathered,


The singular air,


While she, envious bride,


Cannot follow after, but lies


With her blank brown eyes starved wide,


Twisting curses in the tangled sheet


With taloned fingers,


Shaking in her skull’s cage


The stuffed shape of her flown mate


Escaped among moon-plumaged strangers;


So hungered, she must wait in rage


Until bird-racketing dawn


When her shrike-face


Leans to peck open those locked lids, to eat


Crowns, palace, all


That nightlong stole her male,


And with red beak


Spike and suck out


Last blood-drop of that truant heart.






























27 Alicante Lullaby









In Alicante they bowl the barrels


Bumblingly over the nubs of the cobbles


Past the yellow-paella eateries,


Below the ramshackle back-alley balconies,


  While the cocks and hens


  In the roofgardens


Scuttle repose with crowns and cackles.







Kumquat-colored trolleys ding as they trundle


Passengers under an indigo fizzle


Needling spumily down from the wires:


Alongside the sibilant harbor the lovers


  Hear loudspeakers boom


  From each neon-lit palm


Rumbas and sambas no ear-flaps can muffle.







O Cacophony, goddess of jazz and of quarrels,


Crack-throated mistress of bagpipes and cymbals,


Let be your con brios, your capricciosos,


Crescendos, cadenzas, prestos and prestissimos,


  My head on the pillow


  (Piano, pianissimo)


Lullayed by susurrous lyres and viols.



























28 Dream with Clam-Diggers









This dream budded bright with leaves around the edges,


Its clear air winnowed by angels; she was come


Back to her early sea-town home


Scathed, stained after tedious pilgrimages.







Barefoot, she stood, in shock of that returning,


Beside a neighbor’s house


With shingles burnished as glass,


Blinds lowered on that hot morning.







No change met her: garden terrace, all summer


Tanged by melting tar,


Sloped seaward to plunge in blue; fed by white fire,


The whole scene flared welcome to this roamer.







High against heaven, gulls went wheeling soundless


Over tidal-flats where three children played


Silent and shining on a green rock bedded in mud,


Their fabulous heyday endless.







With green rock gliding, a delicate schooner


Decked forth in cockle-shells,


They sailed till tide foamed round their ankles


And the fair ship sank, its crew knelled home for dinner.







Plucked back thus sudden to that far innocence,


She, in her shabby travel garb, began


Walking eager toward water, when there, one by one,


Clam-diggers rose up out of dark slime at her offense.







Grim as gargoyles from years spent squatting at sea’s border


In wait amid snarled weed and wrack of wave


To trap this wayward girl at her first move of love,


Now with stake and pitchfork they advance, flint eyes fixed on murder.



























29 Wreath for a Bridal









What though green leaves only witness


Such pact as is made once only; what matter


That owl voice sole ‘yes’, while cows utter


Low moos of approve; let sun surpliced in brightness


Stand stock still to laud these mated ones


Whose stark act all coming double luck joins.







Couched daylong in cloisters of stinging nettle


They lie, cut-grass assaulting each separate sense


With savor; coupled so, pure paragons of constance,


This pair seek single state from that dual battle.


Now speak some sacrament to parry scruple


For wedlock wrought within love’s proper chapel.







Call here with flying colors all watchful birds


To people the twigged aisles; lead babel tongues


Of animals to choir: ‘Look what thresh of wings


Wields guard of honor over these!’ Starred with words


Let night bless that luck-rooted mead of clover


Where, bedded like angels, two burn one in fever.







From this holy day on, all pollen blown


Shall strew broadcast so rare a seed on wind


That every breath, thus teeming, set the land


Sprouting fruit, flowers, children most fair in legion


To slay spawn of dragon’s teeth: speaking this promise,


Let flesh be knit, and each step hence go famous.
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