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            PREFACE

         

         I agree with Wisława Szymborska when she says, ‘Whatever inspiration is, it is born from a continuous “I don’t know”’. We sit down to write poems as teenagers or young adults to try to sort out our confused feelings and ideas about something which has shaken us or affected us profoundly. Half a lifetime later, some of us look up to find ourselves still at the same task. A poem can entertain contradiction in the same way that our lives often entertain contradictions. Perhaps this is why, as readers and also as writers, we turn to poetry in our darkest and in our brightest hours, in desperation and in rapture. Poems, like music, can chart the territories at the edges of our psychic maps, the ‘Here be Dragons’ and the ‘Hy-Brasils’. Sometimes they are the only charts available to us.

         I regard myself as having been extraordinarily fortunate in the culture I encountered as a child, where poetry was regarded as important. As a young adult in the 1970s, rapid and exciting changes were occurring within that culture. I came of age and started to write during a great age of translation, when English language poetry was being increasingly influenced and refreshed by Asian, Eastern European, Spanish and South American poetry and also by the cultural revolution of the 1960s. This was also the time when women’s voices became central to poetry and poetic discourse. Movements of population and culture in the twenty-first century, particularly from Asia and Africa, are again renewing and re-energising English-language poetry.

         Collected Poems includes almost all the poems from my six collections: Oar (1990), The Parchment Boat (1997), Carrying xivthe Songs (1907), Hands (2011), Keats Lives (2015) and Donegal Tarantella (2019). I have made minor changes to a few poems. My first collection, Oar, was edited by Jessie Lendennie and Mike Allen of Salmon Publishing, Galway, who took great care with the production and proofreading, with the quality of the paper and with the printing of the cover illustration. This collection was republished in 1994, when Salmon came under the wing of Poolbeg Press. The Parchment Boat was carefully edited and published by Peter and Jean Fallon of Gallery Press, who also republished Oar in 2000. The subsequent four collections were meticulously edited by Judith Willson, Luke Allan, Andrew Latimer and Michael Schmidt of Carcanet Press. I take this opportunity to thank all of the above editors for their attentive and painstaking work.

         I warmly thank the Tyrone Guthrie Centre; The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney; Trent University, Ontario; Kerry Co. Council; Waterford Co. Council; The Verbal Arts Centre, Derry; Le Centre Culturel Irlandais, Paris; The Virginia Centre for the Creative Arts; the Centre d’Art i Natura de Farrera, Catalunya, and The Heinrich Böll Cottage, Achill, for their gracious hospitality during the writing of some of these poems. Sincere thanks are also due to Charles A. Heimbold and the Department of Irish Studies at Villanova University for a fruitful semester spent there. Gratitude is due to Aosdána and the Arts Council of Ireland which have made it possible for me, and for many others, to pursue writing as a profession. Special thanks are due also to my friends, Kathleen Loughnane, Mary Armstrong and Michael Coady, and to my husband, John Roden, who have often been the first readers of my poems. Finally, I would also like to thank John for his unfailing patience and support on so many fronts and for his wizardry with matters technological.
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               EAGLES’ ROCK

            

            
               
                  Predators and carrion crows still nest here,

                  falcons, and this pair of ravens

                  that I first heard when I reached the cairn

                  and noticed a narrow skull among the stones.

               

               
                  Here, further east at the cliff,

                  their wing-tips touch the rock below me,

                  and leave,

                  and touch again.

               

               
                  Black as silk, they know their strong corner of the sky.

                  They circle once

                  and once

                  and once

                  and once again and soar out

                  to sweep their territory of bright grey hills.

               

               
                  There are green slashes down there,

                  full of wells and cattle,

                  and higher places, where limestone, fertile,

                  catacombed, breaks into streams and gentians.

               

               
                  Predators have nested here in late winter,

                  have swung against this face —

                  feather arrogant against stone —

                  long enough to name it.4

               

               
                  Once Colman, the dove saint,

                  lived under this cliff,

                  left us his oratory, his well,

                  and his servant’s grave.

               

               
                  The eagles are hunted, dead,

                  but down among the scrub and under the hazels

                  this summer’s prey tumbles already

                  out of perfect eggs.
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               HOLY WELL

            

            
               
                  Water returns, hard and bright,

                  out of the faulted hills.

               

               
                  Rain that flowed

                  down through the limestone’s pores

                  until dark streams hit bedrock

                  now finds a way back,

                  past the roots of the ash,

                  to a hillside pen

                  of stones and statues.

               

               
                  Images of old fertilities

                  testify to nothing more, perhaps,

                  than the necessary miracle

                  of water trapped and stored

                  in a valley where water is fugitive.

               

               
                  A chipped and tilted Mary

                  grows green among rags and sticks.

                  Her trade dwindles —

                  bad chests, rheumatic pains,

                  the supplications, mostly, and the confidences of old age.

               

               
                  Yet sometimes,

                  swimming out in waters

                  that were blessed in the hill’s labyrinthine heart,

                  the eel flashes past.
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               THIRST IN THE BURREN

            

            
               
                  No ground or floor

                  is as kind to the human step

                  as the rain-cut flags

                  of these white hills.

               

               
                  Porous as skin,

                  limestone resounds sea-deep, time-deep,

                  yet, in places, rainwater has worn it thin

                  as a fish’s fin.

               

               
                  From funnels and clefts

                  ferns arch their soft heads.

               

               
                  A headland full of water, dry as bone,

                  with only thirst as a diviner,

                  thirst of the inscrutable fern

                  and the human thirst

                  that beats upon a stone.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      7
    

         
            
               WEST

            

            
               
                  Between high walls

                  the grass grows greenest.

                  These limestone walls

                  have no need of gates.

                  The room-sized fields,

                  with their well-made gaps,

                  open onto one another

                  in a great puzzle

                  of fragile wall and pasture

                  and more gaps.

               

               
                  Only occasionally will we find

                  an animal caught

                  in a cropped field

                  without gate or gap.
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               OAR

            

            
               
                  Walk inland and inland

                  with your oar,

                  until someone asks you

                  what it is.

               

               
                  Then build your house.

               

               
                  For only then will you need to tell and know

                  that the sea is immense and unfathomable,

                  that the oar that pulls

                  against the wave

                  and with the wave

                  is everything.
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               THALASSA

            

            
               
                  Having got up, decided to go home,

                  how often do we find ourselves

                  walking in the wrong direction.

               

               
                  Some echo under the stones

                  seduces our feet,

                  leads them down again

                  by the grey, agitated sea.
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               ‘TAOM’

            

            
               
                  The unexpected tide,

                  the great wave,

                  uncontained, breasts the rock,

                  overwhelms the heart, in spring or winter.

               

               
                  Surfacing from a fading language,

                  the word comes when needed.

                  A dark sound surges and ebbs,

                  its accuracy steadying the heart.

               

               
                  Certain kernels of sound

                  reverberate like seasoned timber,

                  unmuted truths of a people’s winters,

                  stirrings of a thousand different springs.

               

               
                  There are small unassailable words

                  that diminish Caesars;

                  territories of the voice

                  that intimate across death and generation

                  how a secret was imparted —

                  that first articulation,

                  when a vowel was caught

                  between a strong and a tender consonant,

                  when someone, in anguish,

                  made a new and mortal sound

                  that lived until now,

                  a testimony

                  to waves succumbed to

                  and survived.
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               TREE STUMP

            

            
               
                  Thrown up

                  on the stones

                  in a bad November,

               

               
                  tree stump

                  returned from an exile

                  amongst fish and cormorants.

               

               
                  For a week or a year

                  the ocean has salted your huge wound,

                  rocks have battered off your bark,

                  but the shipworms haven’t riddled you.

               

               
                  Alive or dead,

                  there is little left of the slow strength

                  that filled a sky

                  when summer followed winter

                  and wind threw down the seeds.

               

               
                  I drag off bladderwrack

                  to look at the years

                  and find, hugged hard

                  in the wilderness of your roots,

                  lumps of granite

                  that stunted

                  and informed your growth.
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               TURF BOATS

            

            
               
                  Black hookers at anchor

                  shining sea cattle;

                  rough trees for masts

                  rooted in salt water;

                  built, not for slaughter,

                  but for a life-giving traffic.

               

               
                  Wide ribs of oak,

                  a human heart filled you

                  as you sailed out of Carna.

                  You came into Kilronan,

                  two sods went flying,

                  you carried fire to the islands,

                  lime to Connemara.

               

               
                  Hollow boats at the Claddagh,

                  hearts that beat in you

                  lie in granite-walled graveyards

                  from Leitirmullen to Barna,

                  finished with hardship,

                  the unloading of cargo,

                  the moody Atlantic

                  that entered the marrow,

                  and bright days off Ceann Boirne,

                  when wind struck the brown sails

                  and Ithaca was Carna.
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               PRODIGAL

            

            
               
                  Dark mutter tongue,

                  rescue me,

                  I am drawn into outrageous worlds

                  where there is no pain or innocence,

                  only the little quiet sorrows

                  and the elegant joys of power.

               

               
                  Someone,

                  businesslike in his desires,

                  has torn out the moon by its roots.

                  Oh, my tin king is down now, mother,

                  down and broken,

                  my clear-browed king

                  who seemed to know no hungers

                  has killed himself.

                  Old gutter mother,

                  I am bereft now,

                  my heart has learnt nothing

                  but the stab of its own hungers

                  and the murky truth of a half-obsolete language

                  that holds at least the resonance

                  of the throbbing, wandering earth.

               

               
                  Try to find me stones and mud now, mother,

                  give me somewhere to start,

                  green and struggling, a blade under snow,

                  for this place and age demand relentlessly

                  something I will never learn to give.
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               NO SENSE IN TALKING

            

            
               
                  What knot at the root of articulation is loosening,

                  have we said too much?

                  The old trees are coming down to the river to drink

                  and the young trees on the mountain

                  are tormented by this, their first autumn.

                  Who now can plant a finger on the loss

                  or deny the bereavement?

               

               
                  We thought only to bring clarity

                  out of the murk of utterance,

                  a modicum of control,

                  a necessary precision

                  and, perhaps, an elegance.

               

               
                  But we find

                  that in this damned garden by the river

                  we have bred pheasants;

                  it hardly matters whether we feed them or shoot.

               

               
                  Where now is the fine drive of abstraction,

                  where our dim talk on pillows?

                  Where are our black ships at anchor?

                  And, above all, of what use is it to us to know

                  that the old dirty languages still hold

                  touch in the ear,

                  lick in the ear,

                  secrets for everybody?15

               

               
                  We are no longer everybody.

                  Half-individuated we suffer,

                  unable to assuage the hungers

                  in the head, the heart, the blood.

                  Our dreams differ now,

                  one from the other,

                  so that we cannot converse on pillows

                  and our gods quarrel endlessly.

               

               
                  We, who have conquered,

                  weep dry tears,

                  unable to lament our loss —

                  the tongue’s tangle

                  of comfort and fear.

               

               
                  We know well that

                  if we had sense we would know

                  that the river is stealing the bank,

                  tugging it down streams by the long grass,

                  while under our feet,

                  leaves lie that are red as dragons

                  and the very stones are ambiguous.

               

               
                  Have we said too little

                  too clearly,

                  our parsimony a theft?

                  Who now is there to assert

                  that there was love among the barbarous daffodils

                  when leaves were green as spears?
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               HILLS

            

            
               
                  My wild hills come stalking.

                  Did I perhaps after all, in spite of all,

                  try to cast them off,

                  my dark blue hills,

                  that were half the world’s perimeter?

                  Have I stooped so low as to lyricise about heather,

                  adjusting my love

                  to fit elegantly

                  within the terms of disinterested discourse?

               

               
                  Who do I think I’m fooling?

                  I know these hills better than that.

                  I know them blue, like delicate shoulders.

                  I know the red grass that grows in high boglands

                  and the passionate brightnesses and darknesses

                  of high bog lakes.

                  And I know too how,

                  in the murk of winter,

                  these wet hills will come howling through my blood

                  like wolves.
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               THE FOOT OF MUCKISH

            

            
               
                  People from our town on the coast

                  cut turf at the foot of Muckish.

                  Other than that,

                  it was beyond our pale.

               

               
                  But one evening, coming down off Muckish

                  when I was ten, a clumsy, dark-hearted child,

                  I came over the last shoulder

                  and the small black mountain opposite

                  rose up in a cliff

                  and rocked a lake between its ankles.

               

               
                  A sixpence,

                  a home for all the little dark streams,

                  a moon

                  in the miles of acid land.
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               LISTENING CLAY

               for Catriona

            

            
               
                  There are sounds

                  that we can,

                  and do, trust;

               

               
                      a gale in the trees,

                      the soft click of stones, where the tide falls back,

                      a baby crying in the night.

               

               
                  No one has ever mocked these sounds,

                  or tried to comprehend them.

                  They are too common to be bought or sold,

                  they were here before the word,

                  and have no significance in law.

               

               
                  Endlessly repeated,

                  immutable,

                  they are sounds without a history.

                  They comfort and disturb

                  the clay part of the heart.
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               EASTER

            

            
               
                  We went down through gardens where the trees moved,

                  the gates to the swamp were thrown open

                  and we were lost to the sprouting earth.

               

               
                  We were down among the old easters

                  where passion unmade us into our elements.

                  In that warm dark, only the blind heart ploughed on

                  as though the terrain were known.
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               SCAR

            

            
               
                  Why does it affect

                  and comfort me,

                  the little scar,

                  where, years ago, you cut your lip

                  shaving when half-drunk

                  and in a hurry

                  to play drums in public.

               

               
                  We step now

                  to rhythms we don’t own or understand

                  and, with blind, dog-like diligence,

                  we hunt for scars

                  in tender places.
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               EROS

            

            
               
                  To be with you, my love,

                  is not at all like being in heaven

                  but like being in the earth.

               

               
                  Like hazelnuts

                  we sleep

                  and dream faint memories of a life

                  when we were high, green, among leaves;

                  a life given

                  in a time of callow innocence,

                  before storms came

                  and we all fell down,

                  rattled down cold streams,

                  caught in the stones,

                  while berries, seasons, flowed past.

                  Then quicker currents, elvers, dislodged us,

                  nudged us out into the flow,

                  rushed us down with black leaf-debris,

                  and swept on

                  forgetting us

                  on some river-bend or delta.

               

               
                  For us, drifted together,

                  this is the time when shells are ready

                  for that gentler breaking.

               

               
                  The deep and tender earth

                  assails us with dreams,

                  breaks us,

                  nourishes us,

                  as we tug apart

                  its own black crust.
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               AFTERLOVE

               for Colman

            

            
               
                  How could I have forgotten

                  the sickness,

                  the inescapability?

                  My strange love,

                  it frightens my life.

                  We sail high seas

                  and watch the voyages of stars.

                  Sometimes they collide.

                  Did you know, you make my head flame.

                  Blue flames and purple flames leap about my head.

                  I had once a thousand tongues

                  but tonight

                  my head is crashing through the sky,

                  my head is flaming on a dish.

               

               
                  My love,

                  carry it in carefully,

                  my love,

                  carry it in with trumpets.
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               NARROW GATHERINGS

            

            
               
                  At Portrush

                  the boarding houses are empty

                  even along the sea-front.

                  How quiet a Sunday

                  for after Easter.

                  Up to the tall houses

                  the pale tide flows

                  disturbed and beautiful,

                  the April sun barely brightens

                  its legendary cold.

               

               
                  Lir’s children had it hardest here,

                  and here

                  the giants sculpted rock to honeycomb,

                  hammered back the great arched cliffs,

                  but failed to join two shores.

               

               
                  Encumbered by legend,

                  we are foreigners here

                  and know less

                  than we had imagined.

               

               
                  A band, practising in the town, winds

                  now out of wind-scraped streets,

                  the policeman first

                  and the great drums

                  that come and come like summer thunder24

               

               
                  and then the flutes and fifes —

                  a music unexpected

                  as silver water collected

                  in the dark shoulders of hills, caught,

                  and gathered narrow for an instant

                  under high wrists,

                  until the wind splits it finely,

                  a young river scattering.

               

               
                  Under a low sun

                  the band is marching now

                  past the painted doors

               

               
                  and down along the promenade,

                  towards the cold shore and turning

                  until all the wind-snatched silver life strikes

                  bright against the tide:

               

               
                  And after

                  come the marching children,

                  growing smaller and smaller

                  in their uniforms.
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