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            Introduction

         

         W. S. Graham’s ‘The Dark Dialogues’ gives an atmospheric depiction of the Clydeside setting of his working-class childhood in the 1920s. In this dreamlike poem, with its shifting personae and voices, a stranger visits the ‘land’ or tenement building, number 1, Hope Street, where the young Graham lived with his family:

         
            Almost I, yes, I hear

            Huge in the small hours

            A man’s step on the stair

            Climbing the pipeclayed flights

            And then stop still

            Under the stairhead gas

            At the lonely tenement top.

            The broken mantle roars

            Or dims to a green murmur.

            One door faces another.

         

         The visitor may be a stand-in for the reader of the poem, or Graham himself, returning in ghostly form to visit his old home after years away; whoever he is, he is transformed a moment later into another ‘stranger’, a dialect word meaning a fluttering piece of ash in the fire, ‘hissing in the grate’. Here we see some of the key themes of Graham’s work: a deep love and nostalgia for his Scottish roots, an uncanny sense of his estrangement from them, and a keen understanding of the power of language both to evoke such experiences and to change them into something more abstract yet equally significant. Language can do amazing things in the right hands, as Graham notes when he uses it, in effect, to turn himself into his father:

         
                                   … through

            Nothing more than where 

            I am made by this word

            And this word to occur.

         

         It is understandable that, following his exposure to poetry and philosophy at a Workers’ Educational Association course he attended as a teenager, he deviated from his projected career in the shipyards of Greenock and chose to become a poet. Nevertheless, it was a decision that was to involve much hardship. Following brief early spells in paid employment, he lived a bohemian life in Cornwall with his wife Nessie from the mid-1950s until his death in 1986, relying on the support of friends who believed in his talent. Far more than the meagre diet and the cottage lit by oil-lamps, however, it seems to have been the sense of separation from his family and working-class community that distressed him, while at the same time providing both an incentive and some of the material for his creative achievements.

         The western tip of Cornwall was an exciting place for a man of artistic interests in the 1950s. A new generation of abstract painters had established themselves there, two of whom, Bryan Wynter and Roger Hilton, became Graham’s close friends and drinking companions, stimulating him to think deeply about the differences between word and image as modes of artistic expression. He wrote moving elegies for both friends, but his greatest exploration of this theme is ‘The Thermal Stair’, written after the death of another St Ives painter, Peter Lanyon, following a gliding accident:

         
            The poet or painter steers his life to maim

            
                

            

            Himself somehow for the job. His job is Love

            Imagined into words or paint to make

            An object that will stand and will not move.

         

         Cornwall, like the Firth of Clyde, was also a centre of the fishing industry, and Graham drew on his own experiences of going out on fishing boats for what is arguably his most ambitious poem. ‘The Nightfishing’, first published in 1951, relates with extraordinary vividness and precision of detail an expedition to catch herring. While the communal labour of the fishermen is going on, a solitary man is engaged in labour of a different kind, writing a poem, and the two events are mapped onto each other in a complex extended allegory: the poet trawls the dark sea of language to bring home a poem, just as the fishermen trawl the midnight Atlantic:

         
            Across our moving local of light the gulls

            Go in a wailing slant. I watch, merged

            In this and in a like event, as the boat

            Takes the mild swell, and each event speaks through.

            They speak me thoroughly to my faintest breath.

            And for what sake? Each word is but a longing

            Set out to break from a difficult home.

         

         ‘The Nightfishing’ impressed T. S. Eliot, who had taken on Graham’s previous collection, The White Threshold, for Faber and Faber in 1949. At the same time, however, Eliot warned that ‘it was “intellectual” poetry, and would go slow because people just were lazy about thinking’. On the whole, he was right: despite Eliot’s support, Graham did not experience the spectacular rise to fame that such poets as Dylan Thomas, John Betjeman and his own close contemporary Philip Larkin enjoyed in the mid-twentieth century, and many of his admirers would argue that he has still not received all the acclaim his brilliance deserves. The reasons for this are complex, but one factor, undoubtedly, was the original forging of his career during the 1940s, when a dense and verbose style often referred to as ‘neo-romantic’ was all the rage. Graham participated in this trend, owing much to the influence of the neo-romantics’ idol, Thomas, whose reputation was to plummet a few years later. Many poets who began at the same time, Larkin among them, were embarrassed by their early poems. Graham, on the other hand, stubbornly defended the difficult, exuberant contents of his first four collections, published in rapid succession between 1942 and 1949, for the rest of his life. By 1955, when The Nightfishing appeared, however, those days were behind him; the poems of this collection were rich and strange, but they were also mature and fully achieved, and, in hindsight, it seems an injustice that they were not more widely noticed.

         Soon afterwards, though, his style began to change more radically. ‘The Constructed Space’ (first published in 1958) and ‘The Dark Dialogues’ (1959) were plainer in diction and more explicit in their self-reflexive treatment of his lifelong themes of language and poetic artifice. The Graham of the late poems, playful, paradoxical and disarmingly colloquial, was beginning to emerge, though it was not till 1970 that he published the first of his two great final volumes, Malcolm Mooney’s Land. The fifteen-year gap that separates this from The Nightfishing, during which his profile in the poetry world was so low that his publishers are said to have thought he had died, has sometimes been seen as evidence of a conspiracy against him, the attempt by an anti-modernist poetic establishment to suppress a poet they saw as dangerously experimental. But Graham does not seem to have been making great efforts over this period to maintain his reputation (or, indeed, to remind his publisher of his continuing existence), and a more likely explanation is that such a profound change simply took a long time to complete.

         The title poem of Malcolm Mooney’s Land both set the tone (tragicomic) and established some of the key imagery (ice and snow) for his late poems. Mooney is a portrait of the poet as doomed Arctic explorer. The fact that his name was borrowed from a chain of pubs owned by the Guinness company – the twentieth-century equivalent of calling him Wetherspoon – suggests that we are to see him as an alter ego of his hard-drinking creator. He does his exploring in the wilderness of language, leaving his dark footprints on the whiteness of the page. We see Mooney writing his diary, irritated by the biting of insects that turn out to be words (‘brother / To the grammarsow and the wordlouse’), haunted by memories of human contact, with his wife and son and with other explorers. At one point he even thinks he hears a telephone ringing, the personal response to his utterances which no poet should expect. ‘I am always very aware’, Graham wrote later, ‘that my poem is not a telephone call. The poet only speaks one way. He hears nothing back.’

         It would have amused and gratified him, no doubt, to hear the increasingly loud chatter of readers responding to his work over the last few years. Since his death in 1986, the steady rise of Graham’s reputation has been marked by regular publications, both critical works and new editions of his poetry. In 2004 I edited the New Collected Poems for Faber and Faber, restoring the early poems that had been omitted from the original Collected Poems of 1979 and adding a number of uncanonical pieces, including the contents of a pamphlet of Uncollected Poems (1990) and the manuscript poems first published as Aimed at Nobody (1993). Now, as we mark the centenary of his birth, celebratory events and readings are being held across the country, including a digital poetry residency called The Blue Crevasse at the Scottish Poetry Library. (One can only imagine how much he would have enjoyed the abstract space of the Internet.) A new anthology, The Caught Habits of Language, edited by Rachael Boast, Andy Ching and Nathan Hamilton, brings together poems in his honour by contemporary poets of many schools and styles, some older tributes by his contemporaries and some previously unknown poems by Graham himself. There could not be a more appropriate time for his publishers, Faber and Faber, to release this New Selected Poems, designed to introduce yet more readers to his oeuvre. I have chosen poems from every stage of his career, and attempted to represent the full range of his output, including uncollected material, arranging them roughly chronologically but retaining the order of the contents of his collections. I would like to thank the editors of The Caught Habits of Language for sharing one of the new discoveries, ‘An Entertainment for W. S. Graham for Him Having Reached Sixty-five’, which I have included as the final poem here. Special thanks to W. S. Graham’s daughter, Rosalind Mudaliar, for her permission to publish the poems, and thanks also to Matthew Hollis, Lavinia Singer and Faber and Faber for their continuing support of this vitally important modern poet.
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               OVER THE APPARATUS OF THE SPRING IS DRAWN

            

            
               
                  Over the apparatus of the Spring is drawn

                  A constructed festival of pulleys from sky.

                  A dormouse swindled from numbers into wisdom

                  Trades truth with bluebells. The result unknown

                  Fades in the sandy beetle-song that martyrs hear

                  Who longingly for violetcells prospect the meads.

               

               
                  As luck would testify, the trend for logic’s sake

                  Takes place on pleasant landscapes within graves

                  That flesh, the sun’s minister, in jealous agonies

                  Seeks out in choral vagaries with bird and blood.

                  Those funnels of fever (but melody to gales)

                  Tenant the spiral answer of a scarecrow daisy.

               

               
                  The country crimes are doctrines on the grass

                  Preaching a book of veins. The answer is order.

                  A derrick in flower swings evening values in

                  And wildernight or garden day frames government

                  For thieves in a prison of guilt. Birches erect

                  The ephemeral mechanism of welcoming.

                  And Spring conquests the law in a cuckoo’s school.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               O GENTLE QUEEN OF THE AFTERNOON

            

            
               
                  O gentle queen of the afternoon

                  Wave the last orient of tears.

                  No daylight comet ever breaks

                  On so sweet an archipelago

                  As love on love.

               

               
                  The fundamental negress built

                  In a cloudy descant of the stars

                  Surveys no sorrow, invents no limits

                  Till laughter the watcher of accident

                  Sways off to God.

               

               
                  O gentle queen of the afternoon

                  The dawn is rescued dead and risen.

                  Promise, O bush of blushing joy,

                  No daylight comet ever breaks

                  On so sweet an archipelago

                  As love on love.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               HERE NEXT THE CHAIR I WAS WHEN WINTER WENT

            

            
               
                  Here next the chair I was when winter went

                  Down looking for distant bothies of love

                  And met birch-bright and by the blows of March

                  The farm bolder under and the din of burning.

               

               
                  I was what the whinfire works on towns

                  An orator from hill to kitchen dances.

                  In booths below bridges that spanned the crowds

                  Tinkers tricked glasses on lips and saw my eyes.

               

               
                  Like making a hut of fingers cupped for tears

                  Love burned my bush that was my burning mother.

                  The hoodiecrow in smoke in a wobbling wind

                  If a look is told for fortune saw my death.

               

               
                  So still going out in the morning of ash and air

                  My shovel swings. My tongue is a sick device.

                  Fear evening my boot says. The chair sees iceward

                  In the bitter hour so visible to death.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               MY GLASS WORD TELLS OF ITSELF

            

            
               
                  Writing this so quietly writes of itself.

                  So serving only cities falling in words

                  Round the dead guessed at fifty

                  In the petrol passover and the dribbling ink

                  Down hills of quick rubble,

                  I watch through a medal the drowning Noah sink.

               

               
                  Flood’s animal calls each lifesize hill

                  A shoal, and the panorama of news

                  Floats man on cork.

                  Poor like a scribble my crime on a diamond

                  Is a gannet I am made in,

                  Not by your head but the beak of my diving hand.

               

               
                  Writing this so quietly writes of itself.

                  So saving only the seaport in a bottle

                  With a history of threads

                  On a told ship under the sky’s green grave

                  On the sea’s coloured oval,

                  I pour round glass the sand my rivers have.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               SINCE ALL MY STEPS TAKEN

            

            
               
                  Since all my steps taken

                  Are audience of my last

                  With hobnail on Ben Narnain

                  Or mind on the word’s crest

                  I’ll walk the kyleside shingle

                  With scarcely a hark back

                  To the step dying from my heel

                  Or the creak of the rucksack.

                  All journey, since the first

                  Step from my father and mother

                  Towards the word’s crest

                  Or walking towards that other,

                  The new step arrives out

                  Of all my steps taken

                  And out of today’s light.

                  Day long I’ve listened for,

                  Like the cry of a rare bird

                  Blown into life in the ear,

                  The speech to that dead horde

                  Since all my steps taken

                  Are audience of my last

                  With hobnail on Ben Narnain

                  Or mind on the word’s crest.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               LISTEN. PUT ON MORNING

            

            
               
                  Listen. Put on morning.

                  Waken into falling light.

                  A man’s imagining

                  Suddenly may inherit

                  The handclapping centuries

                  Of his one minute on earth.

                  And hear the virgin juries

                  Talk with his own breath

                  To the corner boys of his street.

                  And hear the Black Maria

                  Searching the town at night.

                  And hear the playropes caa

                  The sister Mary in.

                  And hear Willie and Davie

                  Among bracken of Narnain

                  Sing in a mist heavy

                  With myrtle and listeners.

                  And hear the higher town

                  Weep a petition of fears

                  At the poorhouse close upon

                  The public heartbeat.

                  And hear the children tig

                  And run with my own feet

                  Into the netting drag

                  Of a suiciding principle.

                  Listen. Put on lightbreak.

                  Waken into miracle.

                  The audience lies awake

                  Under the tenements

                  Under the sugar docks

                  Under the printed moments.

                  The centuries turn their locks 

                  And open under the hill

                  Their inherited books and doors

                  All gathered to distil

                  Like happy berry pickers

                  One voice to talk to us.

                  Yes listen. It carries away

                  The second and the years

                  Till the heart’s in a jacket of snow

                  And the head’s in a helmet white

                  And the song sleeps to be wakened

                  By the morning ear bright.

                  Listen. Put on morning.

                  Waken into falling light.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               SHIAN BAY

            

            
               
                  Gulls set the long shore printed

                  With arrow steps over this morning’s

                  Sands clean of a man’s footprint

                  And set up question and reply

                  Over the serpentine jetty

                  And over the early coaches

                  Of foam noisily in rows

                  Driven in from the farout banks.

               

               
                  Last gale washed five into the bay’s stretched arms,

                  Four drowned men and a boy drowned into shelter.

                  The stones roll out to shelter in the sea.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               GIGHA

            

            
               
                  That firewood pale with salt and burning green

                  Outfloats its men who waved with a sound of drowning

                  Their saltcut hands over mazes of this rough bay.

               

               
                  Quietly this morning beside the subsided herds

                  Of water I walk. The children wade the shallows.

                  The sun with long legs wades into the sea.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               THE NIGHTFISHING

            

            
               
                  1

                       Very gently struck

                       The quay night bell.

               

               
                       Now within the dead

                       Of night and the dead

                       Of my life I hear

                       My name called from far out.

                       I’m come to this place

                       (Come to this place)

                       Which I’ll not pass

                       Though one shall pass

                       Wearing seemingly

                       This look I move as.

                       This staring second

                       Breaks my home away

                       Through always every

                       Night through every whisper

                       From the first that once

                       Named me to the bone.

                       Yet this place finds me

                       And forms itself again.

                       This present place found me.

                       Owls from on the land.

                       Gulls cry from the water.

                       And that wind honing

                       The roof-ridge is out of

                       Nine hours west on the main

                       Ground with likely a full

                       Gale unwinding it. 

               

               
                       Gently the quay bell

                       Strikes the held air.

               

               
                       Strikes the held air like

                       Opening a door

                       So that all the dead

                       Brought to harmony

                       Speak out on silence.

               

               
                       I bent to the lamp. I cupped

                       My hand to the glass chimney.

                       Yet it was a stranger’s breath

                       From out of my mouth that

                       Shed the light. I turned out

                       Into the salt dark

                       And turned my collar up.

               

               
                       And now again almost

                       Blindfold with the bright

                       Hemisphere unprised

                       Ancient overhead,

                       I am befriended by

                       This sea which utters me.

               

               
                       The hull slewed out through

                       The lucky turn and trembled

                       Under way then. The twin

                       Screws spun sweetly alive

                       Spinning position away.

               

               
                       Far out faintly calls

                       The continual sea.

               

               
                       Now within the dead

                       Of night and the dead 

                       Of all my life I go.

                       I’m one ahead of them

                       Turned in below.

                       I’m borne, in their eyes,

                       Through the staring world.

               

               
                       The present opens its arms.

               

               
                  2

                  To work at waking. Yet who wakes?

                  Dream gives awake its look. My death

                  Already has me clad anew.

                  We’ll move off in this changing grace.

                  The moon keels and the harbour oil

                  Looks at the sky through seven colours.

               

               
                       When I fell down into this place

                       My father drew his whole day’s pay,

                       My mother lay in a set-in bed,

                       The midwife threw my bundle away.

               

               
                  Here we dress up in a new grave,

                  The fish-boots with their herring scales

                  Inlaid as silver of a good week,

                  The jersey knitted close as nerves

                  Of the ground under the high bracken.

                  My eyes let light in on this dark.

               

               
                       When I fell from the hot to the cold

                       My father drew his whole day’s pay,

                       My mother lay in a set-in bed,

                       The midwife threw my bundle away. 

               

               
                  3

                  I, in Time’s grace, the grace of change, sail surely

                  Moved off the land and the skilled keel sails

                  The darkness burning under where I go.

                  Landvoices and the lights ebb away

                  Raising the night round us. Unwinding whitely,

                  My changing motive pays me slowly out.

                  The sea sails in. The quay opens wide its arms

                  And waves us loose.

               

               
                  So I would have it, waved from home to out
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