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Introduction





In his lifetime, Louis MacNeice produced two collected volumes of poetry. The first, Poems 1925–1940, was published in the United States by Random House in 1941, and the second, Collected Poems 1925–1948, was published by Faber and Faber in 1949. Both books are, by the standards of later generations of poets, slightly ‘early’ collected editions: MacNeice was forty-two years of age when his first Faber Collected appeared, and only thirty-three when the American volume was published. Both books, however, were substantial affairs, for MacNeice had been – as he continued to be – a prolific poet. After 1949, Faber and Faber published five further volumes of original verse by MacNeice, the last of which was the (just) posthumous The Burning Perch in 1963.


After MacNeice’s early death, his literary executor, the classical scholar E. R. Dodds, an old friend and mentor of the poet’s who had known him well since the early 1930s, took on the task of producing a posthumous Collected Poems. The book, which was published in 1966, augmented the 1949 Collected (though re-ordering some of its contents) with the five subsequent volumes. As a result, this was essentially two different kinds of book in one package: first, the earlier Collected which the poet had organised in groupings that did not correspond to the volume-arrangements of individually published poems; then a compilation of the later volumes, all in their original arrangements. As he explained in his Preface, Dodds wished ‘to accept the poet’s judgement in so far as this is known’, in matters both of text and arrangement: he was therefore bound to reproduce the shape of the 1949 Collected for (roughly) the first half of the book.


Any departure from the poet’s latest known wishes seemed to Dodds an infringement of ‘the dead man’s moral right to do what he will with his own’, but it is not clear that this principle, though entirely proper for an executor, was necessarily in MacNeice’s best literary interests, let alone those of readers in later years. In the first place, the decisions made about presenting poems in 1949 might very well have lost their attractiveness for MacNeice by the early 1960s – and there is circumstantial evidence to suggest that this was in fact the case. In 1959, for example, Faber and Faber published MacNeice’s Eighty-Five Poems: Selected by the Author, a selection arranged ‘to illustrate different phases and different kinds of my own work’. Although the poems here are all dated, they are grouped other than chronologically (see Appendix 6), and, as the poet adds, ‘The order of this Selection, divided into eight groups, is meant to be more or less significant.’ In 1961, MacNeice proposed to Charles Monteith, his editor at Faber and Faber, a Poems of Place, in which ‘sixty-odd’ poems would be presented under sixteen different country-headings, from Ireland (the first) to the USA (the last), by way of Iceland, Greece, India and Sudan, amongst other places. The ways in which an older MacNeice was envisaging these different kinds of selection are innovative enough to suggest that a future Collected, had he lived to put it together, would have been unlikely to repeat the shapes of the 1949 edition.


Another problem with Dodds’s decision to accept MacNeice’s ‘moral right’ as exercised in 1949 crops up in the less morally certain realm of literary judgement. Collected Poems 1925–1948 is not, in terms of readability, an altogether successful enterprise. The book opens with thirty-six pages of longer poems – nine of them in all – drawn from MacNeice’s first two Faber volumes; a section of early poetry follows this, before a grouping of the shorter pieces from Poems (1935). While subsequent sections incorporate (more or less) individual collections from the later 1930s and the 1940s, another imposing block of longer poems, drawn from three separate volumes, as well as some more recent pieces, forms the concluding section of the book. The idea of a long-poem ghetto was to be taken to its most extreme by W. H. Auden, who published a Collected Longer Poems (1968) alongside Collected Shorter Poems (1950, 1966); it was an element, also, in W. B. Yeats’s posthumous Collected Poems (1950): in the cases of both poets, more recent collected editions have chosen to dismantle the segregated areas, and to bring longer works back into contact with the shorter pieces alongside which they were originally published. Whatever MacNeice’s strategic wishes in 1949, there are obvious advantages for the reader in allowing his longer poems, also, to be restored to their earlier positions in the individual collections.


In the absence of a plan for a Collected Poems from late in MacNeice’s life, and as a consequence of the decision to accord a less absolute authority to Collected Poems 1925–1948 than that given to it by Dodds, the present edition attempts, as far as possible, to print MacNeice’s poetry in groupings corresponding closely to the collections published by Faber between 1935 and 1963. While this makes it easier to read the poet in the published forms in which he was read by his contemporaries, it is still not historically faithful in all particulars: where MacNeice subsequently dropped a poem from a collection, it is dropped here (and printed in an appendix); and where MacNeice made textual changes later on, these have been accepted and incorporated into the present text. So, this new Collected Poems does not reprint exactly the volumes as originally published; instead, it offers those volumes revised in the light of the poet’s later thoughts. Such an editorial decision is, of course, a compromise between different kinds of fidelity: that to the historical record, and that to the poet’s later judgements. However, it will now be possible to gain a more nuanced sense of MacNeice’s individual books of poetry, and the present edition includes the dedications, notes, and epigraphs from the collections in their proper places.


‘In preparing this book for the press,’ MacNeice wrote in the Preface to Collected Poems 1925–1948, ‘I have also resisted the temptation to make many revisions, since I feel that after three or four years from the date of writing a poet should leave even not-so-well alone.’ By and large, the poet was reporting things accurately here; though some revisions were indeed made for that book, and the more interesting of these are recorded in the notes to the present edition. But a ‘three or four years’ rule did not apply when MacNeice came to put together Eighty-Five Poems (1959), for here some poems from decades earlier undergo revision. The present editor has followed Dodds in accepting these revisions, though not entirely without reservation or regret. Whereas there are some clear improvements – as when the penultimate line of ‘Meeting Point’ is changed from ‘All the room a glow’ to ‘All the room one glow’ – there are also instances of more debatable alterations – as when MacNeice changes ‘London Rain”s ‘Adultery and murder’ to ‘Arson and rape and murder’. Again, all of the significant revisions are detailed in the notes.


Much that is of interest – and a good deal that is of real literary value – failed to find a place in the collections published in MacNeice’s lifetime. While Dodds was confident that, in not reprinting uncollected poems, he was following the poet in excluding pieces ‘either trivial or else repetitive of themes better handled elsewhere’, as well as ‘a few … frankly bad’, the development of readers’ interest in MacNeice in the decades since 1966 has made the case for continued exclusion of fugitive work more difficult to defend. This is not to claim that MacNeice’s uncollected verse is always, or often, at the level of achievement to be encountered in the poems he chose to keep in print; a great deal of this work is indeed occasional, and sometimes clearly improvisatory, in nature: there is poetry written to amuse a small circle, to provoke a contemporary audience, or simply to fill space in commissioned works of reportage. Nevertheless, MacNeice was very seldom slipshod in the writing he saw through to publication, and the literary interest of his fugitive poems is considerable. ‘Interest’ is a term that is usually either bland or slippery in criticism, and it is as well to say as clearly as possible what is meant by it. For MacNeice, there are three kinds of poem which tend to slip the net of preservation: first, the poem which, having been published as part of a collection, is subsequently dropped; second, the poem whose place is in a book of commissioned (mostly prose) writing; and third, the poem published once, usually in a periodical, and then cast aside. Poems from all these categories are reprinted here in Appendix 5, with brief notes on their places of original publication. The poems do, as Dodds suggests, vary greatly in quality; but they also reveal aspects of MacNeice’s artistic development, his personal life, and his changing opinions, which add substantially to an overall understanding of his identity as a poet. In terms of literary history, too, many of the poems have a contribution to make (especially those published in the USA, written when MacNeice, like some British contemporaries, was coming to terms with the artistic and personal consequences of a European war).


In the book written in collaboration with W. H. Auden, Letters from Iceland (1937), the jointly composed poem ‘Auden and MacNeice: Their Last Will and Testament’ is a tour de force of in-jokes and high spirits which manages, in the process, to transmit a vivid sense of its time and literary context. The poem is reprinted here in large part (omitting only those passages which identify themselves as being by Auden alone); it offers the MacNeice of the late 1930s in a form very different from, say, Autumn Journal, and yet it is, in its way, one of the most definite points in MacNeice’s career as a part of ‘MacSpaunday’, the generation of prominent British poets centring themselves – in popular imagination at least – on the example of Auden. MacNeice was never to be so close to the hub of poetic fashion again (and neither, perhaps, was Auden), but the absence of this utterly occasional poem from both poets’ collected editions has been, on the whole, a loss.


The present edition includes, as an Appendix, the short book of poems which MacNeice published with the Cuala Press in 1940, The Last Ditch. Although a number of the poems here were to appear again in Plant and Phantom (1941), the collection has a distinct identity, and it represents an important moment in the poet’s publishing history, when MacNeice was balancing different claims on his allegiance – made by a Britain newly at war, and an American writer with whom he had fallen in love – in the context of living again (briefly) in Ireland. Published by W. B. Yeats’s family firm (so to speak), and in the format which closely mirrors many of Yeats’s Cuala collections, The Last Ditch is MacNeice’s most Yeatsian volume, and there are good grounds for preserving it intact as important supplementary material in a Collected Poems. One incidental benefit of its reprinting is that the reader is enabled to encounter the crucial sequence of lyrics, ‘The Coming of War’ (later entitled ‘The Closing Album’), in a fuller form than in either Plant or Phantom or that adopted for Collected Poems 1925–1948.


Another series of uncollected poems also dates from wartime, and was written in Ireland (though in happier circumstances than The Last Ditch). The Revenant, a cycle of songs written for MacNeice’s wife, the singer Hedli Anderson, was composed on honeymoon in Northern Ireland in 1942, as an artistic wedding present. MacNeice chose to publish only one lyric, but the whole appeared (again from the Cuala Press) posthumously in 1975. The song-cycle is reprinted here as Appendix 4.


Like most professional writers, MacNeice had more fugitive material from his earlier than from his later years. There are certain significant exceptions: the verse ‘Prologue’ to MacNeice’s never-competed collaboration with W. R. Rodgers, The Character of Ireland; the short lyric ‘Canzonet’ set by Alan Rawsthorne in 1953; or the hymn-like ‘Thalassa’, finished after The Burning Perch (though probably begun long earlier). A great deal of uncollected poetry from the earliest years of MacNeice’s career exists, not all of it carrying the kinds of interest mentioned above. For any editor, the question of how to deal with this material is part of the larger problem of the overall place of ‘juvenilia’ in a collected volume.


The presentation of MacNeice’s early poetry in a Collected Poems is a problematic matter, one which the poet himself never satisfactorily resolved, and which the present edition cannot pretend to have completely settled. While he was still an undergraduate, MacNeice published his first book of verse, Blind Fireworks, with the London house of Victor Gollancz; he reprinted eleven of its forty-five poems in the opening section (‘Early Poems’) of the American Poems 1925–1940, and twelve (including only eight of those reprinted in Poems 1925–1940) in the second section of Collected Poems 1925–1948. While the logic of the 1941 publication is clear, that of MacNeice’s second reprinting of ‘a dozen poems from Blind Fireworks which might be called juvenilia’ in 1949 is less so: the selection follows, rather than precedes, a grouping of longer poems from the early and mid-1930s. In editing the Collected Poems, Dodds followed the 1949 selection of early poetry, presumably on the grounds that MacNeice did not subsequently express any intention of changing it; but he also placed the entire section in its chronological place, at the beginning of the book – something which MacNeice himself, since Poems 1925–1940, had not done. As a result, the reader of Collected Poems (1966) encounters a selection of early poetry made by MacNeice in 1949, placed in a position last given to it by the poet in 1941 (when the actual selection of poems was in fact a different one).


Why did MacNeice make his selection of juvenilia the second section of his 1949 Collected Poems? Perhaps this was simply the consequence of a decision to lead the volume with a suite of hefty 1930s poems, notably the well-known opening poem, ‘An Eclogue for Christmas’. But, in that case, why do shorter 1930s poems come after the juvenilia, as the book’s third section? Doubtless, there are subtle critical cases to be made which would suggest reasons for MacNeice’s decisions; but Dodds (quite rightly) thought readers would be better served by a more straightforward arrangement. He therefore made things as chronological as he could, by placing the early poetry first, following it with the shorter 1930s poems, and then the suite of longer poems – a return to the running-order of 1941. In the process, the distinction between poems from Blind Fireworks, those from Poems (1935), and pieces written after Blind Fireworks but not included in Poems (1935), is lost.


Some conclusions can be drawn about this early phase of MacNeice’s writing career, and these have consequences for its presentation in a Collected Poems. First, MacNeice had come, at least by 1940 and almost certainly long before, to regard Blind Fireworks as a volume from which only a few poems could be salvaged. Second, the poet wished to preserve a portion of his youthful writing in some shape, although this could not correspond to any actually published volume, including as it did poems from both Blind Fireworks and Poems (1935). Third, MacNeice was in the habit of changing his mind about which early poems he wished to place in this category: significant changes are implemented between 1941 and 1949, and it is reasonable to suppose that more might have been made between 1949 and the time of a third – never to be accomplished – collected volume.


To begin a new Collected with Blind Fireworks in its entirety would be clearly against MacNeice’s estimate of the book. On the other hand, to accept (as Dodds does) the poet’s selection of 1949, is to give a forty-two-year-old poet editorial control of a significant element in a book including all his work up to his death at the age of fifty-six. Another consequence of Dodds’s decision is to make it impossible to read some of these early poems in their initial published context – that of Poems (1935), where ‘Spring Sunshine’ and ‘Mayfly’ both featured, and pieces such as ‘Insidiae’ and ‘Trapeze’ (subsequently dropped entirely, but included among ‘Early Poems’ in Poems 1925–1940) first appeared between boards. The present edition, which reassembles Poems (1935), necessarily takes poems like these out of the separate grouping which might constitute an ‘Early Poems’ section, and restores them where appropriate to their positions in the 1935 book. This leaves, however, ‘Cradle Song for Miriam’, a poem written near the end of 1928 (that is, too late for Blind Fireworks), not included in Poems (1935), and part of the early poetry sections in the 1941 and 1949 collected volumes.


For the present edition, which adopts as far as possible the groupings of MacNeice’s poems into their originally published volumes, the first section is occupied by Poems (1935), and it includes those poems which were subsequently removed into ‘early poems’ sections by MacNeice. Since it is clear that MacNeice did not see Blind Fireworks, in its entirety, as worth preserving amongst his mature volumes, that book has been reprinted here as Appendix 1. Where Blind Fireworks poems were preserved by MacNeice, this has been made clear in the Notes; later, and more familiar, titles are also referenced in the index. ‘Cradle Song for Miriam’ appears in Appendix 2, among uncollected early poems. The disadvantage of this arrangement is that a few significant poems from early in MacNeice’s career have been placed in relative seclusion: ‘Trains in the Distance’ (here with its Blind Fireworks title of ‘Reminiscences of Infancy’), ‘Poussin’, ‘River in Spate’ (again under its 1929 title, ‘A Cataract Conceived as the March of Corpses’) and ‘Glass Falling’ are perhaps chief amongst these. On the other hand, this new edition makes it possible to see these poems in something closer to their original contexts, and to encounter MacNeice’s first mature volume without the slight dilution of effect presented in previous collected editions, where juvenilia precedes it, or else cuts it in two.


Appendix 2, of uncollected early poems, represents a selection, and is not comprehensive in scope. The basic requirement for inclusion here has been that of publication by the author; thus, the first poems eligible come from MacNeice’s contributions to his school magazine, The Marlburian, in the mid-1920s, and the last come from the period after the publication of Blind Fireworks and before that of Poems (1935). (A far greater amount of material from this period remains in manuscript.) The present editor has made a selection from the fairly large body of poetry involved; to reprint everything would increase – probably unfairly – the proportion of this Collected Poems given over to ultimately discarded experiments and apprentice-work, and many of the pieces, in any case, contain material reworked more successfully by MacNeice elsewhere. However, the poems which have been selected for inclusion here do tell an interesting story about MacNeice’s development from a precocious schoolboy to an undergraduate aesthete, and finally to a ‘thirties poet’; some pieces have considerable biographical resonance, and all, in one way or another, add to our sense of MacNeice’s artistic identity in the earlier stages of its evolution. To engage with this story in its fullest form, the manuscript poetry (and of course the rest of the manuscript material, most notably MacNeice’s letters) needs to be considered; but a new Collected Poems seems the wrong place for such a body of writing. It may be sufficient to indicate here simply that a comprehensive Uncollected Poems of MacNeice would be particularly revealing with regard to the poet’s early years.


For a writer of verse as prolific as MacNeice, any Complete Poems would be a large affair, and would contain much more material than the present Collected. One area which the present edition largely excludes is that of translation. MacNeice was an accomplished translator, and produced some pieces of major importance – most of all, his versions of The Agamemnon of Aeschylus (1935) and Goethe’s Faust (1951). These, together with a number of shorter translations including those produced for broadcasting purposes in MacNeice’s plays or feature scripts, deserve continuing currency; but MacNeice himself (in 1949 at least) did not think his Collected Poems the right place for them to appear. In 1966, E. R. Dodds went against his author’s wishes to the extent of adding a short section of translations; these have been sacrificed in the present edition in the hope that they will, in due course, find their proper places in an edition of MacNeice’s poetic translations.


Another field of literary activity in which MacNeice composed verse was that of drama. Songs from his plays, and of course whole verse-plays, could be said to be elements of MacNeice’s complete poetry in the wider sense. Again, this material belongs elsewhere than in a Collected Poems, and is not represented (with the exception of pieces from Out of the Picture which MacNeice himself chose to reprint) in the present edition.


The dating of poems, or rather the extent to which that dating should be visible in the text, is an aspect of editing in which the scholarly need for full information has to be balanced against the poet’s changing decisions and choices. Dodds’s Collected Poems appends a date of composition to a poem wherever possible. While Dodds here clearly had the interests of the poet’s future students at heart, it is far from clear that MacNeice always wished for such prominence of this information in the presentation of his poetry. It is true that MacNeice did, in some volumes (notably in the wartime books, Poems 1925–1940 and Plant and Phantom), append dates of composition to poems, and so the habit Dodds continues is hardly alien to him; but it is also true that dates were removed by MacNeice from poems in Collected Poems 1925–1948, and they did not reappear in his volumes of short poems after that time. In Eighty-Five Poems (1959), MacNeice put dates alongside titles of poems in the contents pages, but not in the text itself.


The difficulty here is one of evaluating, and assigning a proper role to, the historical interest of (and in) the poems. Historical interest is real, but it should not be presumed upon; when MacNeice appended dates to poems, he was (especially in wartime) mentioning years which he and his audience had in common, and which carried for them degrees of meaning and association. Even in his own lifetime, this changed: MacNeice probably came to see overly meticulous book-keeping as an assertion of the poetry’s place in history, rather than an acknowledgement of history’s part in the poetry. The present edition preserves printed dates only where they make a clear contribution to the poem’s meaning (as for example does the appended ‘June, 1944’ to the last poem in Springboard). Otherwise, dates of composition may be found alongside entries in the Index of titles. It is hoped that this approach, whilst allowing those who are curious to discover the date of a poem, will permit readers to encounter MacNeice’s poems on the page without recurrent, coda-like information of little immediate interest. Since the poems are now presented in groupings corresponding to their original (and of course dated) volume publication, the need for such additional information on the page is, in any case, considerably lessened.


It remains to give some short account of the intent and scope of this second posthumous Collected Poems. In the decades since his death, Louis MacNeice’s reputation as a poet (and, indeed, amongst poets) has grown steadily, and there are now several generations of readers, in Ireland, Britain, and beyond, for whom he is one of the essential poets of the twentieth century. It is a mistake to measure any poet’s achievement by the amount of interest he or she generates professionally amongst academic writers and their students; but in this respect, too, MacNeice has received a great deal of attention. For both readers and critics, the nature of MacNeice’s poetic work as a whole is a matter of importance, and here any Collected Poems has to serve two purposes: it should present the sum of published poetry as faithfully as is practicable, while also offering readers a satisfyingly arranged artistic environment in which to encounter the poet’s work, whether in long runs or short bursts. A Collected Poems is an historical record, but one with aesthetic bearings.


In choosing to re-create the environments of MacNeice’s individual volumes of poetry, this new Collected reflects an opinion that the poet works best in and through those separate volumes, and that the larger structures attempted by his own Collected Poems in 1949, and Dodds’s posthumous retention of them, make MacNeice appear a more ponderous poet than he really is. Of course, it is (at the very least) doubtful whether the poet himself would necessarily have agreed with this view. But artists do often see (and show) their artistic pasts in terms of their current ambitions; and in this sense, poets can be unwise judges of their own Collected Poems. The MacNeice who dismantled his books for the rearrangements in the 1949 Collected was the same poet who was embarking on the highly ambitious programme of discursive poetry issuing in Ten Burnt Offerings (1952) and Autumn Sequel (1954); the agendas of this ‘middle stretch’ were not, in the event, especially good for his writing. Certainly, it was only once these had been fully worked through that MacNeice’s poetry showed the brilliant return to form – and unique kinds of return on lyric form itself – of the last three collections. In the wake of these, would a MacNeice who lived to be (say) sixty have seen his past career as centred on the long philosophical, ruminative poem, or on the bursts of concentration in lyrics? Naturally, these are unanswerable questions, but the fact that they can be asked has consequences for the arrangement of a Collected Poems, which the present edition takes account of in its overall shape.


A Collected Poems is something other than a Complete Poems, and the present book does not attempt to print every piece of verse ever written by Louis MacNeice. A significant amount of uncollected poetry is printed here, as discussed above; but this does not offer a complete record. In fact, the need for any complete editions of poets’ work is a fairly narrow one, and often is confined to purely academic purposes: as time passes, the twentieth century will probably have only a very few names to offer which will justify so comprehensive a measure of publication. Perhaps MacNeice’s will be amongst those names; and it would be wrong to pre-judge the matter, one way or the other. Yet the ‘considerations of size’ so often invoked by editors are in the present case a limiting factor which works to MacNeice’s more immediate advantage: besides being unmanageably bulky, a Complete Poems would make the essential achievements of the poet harder to discern in a tangle of abortive ideas and false starts.


The texts of the poems which are included in this new Collected Poems have been produced after comparison between all printed versions. This has resulted in a large number of changes, many of which are too small to be recorded in the textual notes. It is hoped that the present edition presents MacNeice’s poetry more accurately, as well as more fully, than previous collections. There are manuscript versions of many poems; these offer some glimpses of MacNeice’s working methods, and are occasionally of critical interest, but their significance for an edition based on printed sources is, inevitably, limited. As with the full range of the unpublished material, the importance of MacNeice’s compositional habits as preserved in drafts remains to be established. The principal aim of an edition such as this one is to establish and preserve the texts by which, on the whole, the poet himself was willing to be judged. In determining the texts of these collections of poems, and putting them in order, the editor hopes to have done justice to MacNeice’s best designs, in their various manifestations through his poetic career.
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An Eclogue for Christmas









A. I meet you in an evil time.


B.                                       The evil bells


Put out of our heads, I think, the thought of everything else.


A. The jaded calendar revolves,


Its nuts need oil, carbon chokes the valves,


The excess sugar of a diabetic culture


Rotting the nerve of life and literature;


Therefore when we bring out the old tinsel and frills


To announce that Christ is born among the barbarous hills


I turn to you whom a morose routine


Saves from the mad vertigo of being what has been.


B. Analogue of me, you are wrong to turn to me,


My country will not yield you any sanctuary,


There is no pinpoint in any of the ordnance maps


To save you when your towns and town-bred thoughts collapse,


It is better to die in situ as I shall,


One place is as bad as another. Go back where your instincts call


And listen to the crying of the town-cats and the taxis again,


Or wind your gramophone and eavesdrop on great men.


A. Jazz-weary of years of drums and Hawaiian guitar,


Pivoting on the parquet I seem to have moved far


From bombs and mud and gas, have stuttered on my feet


Clinched to the streamlined and butter-smooth trulls of the élite,


The lights irritating and gyrating and rotating in gauze –


Pomade-dazzle, a slick beauty of gewgaws –


I who was Harlequin in the childhood of the century,


Posed by Picasso beside an endless opaque sea,


Have seen myself sifted and splintered in broken facets,


Tentative pencillings, endless liabilities, no assets,


Abstractions scalpelled with a palette-knife


Without reference to this particular life.


And so it has gone on; I have not been allowed to be


Myself in flesh or face, but abstracting and dissecting me


They have made of me pure form, a symbol or a pastiche,


Stylised profile, anything but soul and flesh:


And that is why I turn this jaded music on


To forswear thought and become an automaton.


B. There are in the country also of whom I am afraid –


Men who put beer into a belly that is dead,


Women in the forties with terrier and setter who whistle and swank


Over down and plough and Roman road and daisied bank,


Half-conscious that these barriers over which they stride


Are nothing to the barbed wire that has grown round their pride.


A. And two there are, as I drive in the city, who suddenly perturb –


The one sirening me to draw up by the kerb


The other, as I lean back, my right leg stretched creating speed,


Making me catch and stamp, the brakes shrieking, pull up dead:


She wears silk stockings taunting the winter wind,


He carries a white stick to mark that he is blind.


B. In the country they are still hunting, in the heavy shires


Greyness is on the fields and sunset like a line of pyres


Of barbarous heroes smoulders through the ancient air


Hazed with factory dust and, orange opposite, the moon’s glare,


Goggling yokel-stubborn through the iron trees,


Jeers at the end of us, our bland ancestral ease;


We shall go down like palaeolithic man


Before some new Ice Age or Genghiz Khan.


A. It is time for some new coinage, people have got so old,


Hacked and handled and shiny from pocketing they have made bold


To think that each is himself through these accidents, being blind


To the fact that they are merely the counters of an unknown Mind.


B. A Mind that does not think, if such a thing can be,


Mechanical Reason, capricious Identity.


That I could be able to face this domination nor flinch –


A. The tin toys of the hawker move on the pavement inch by inch


Not knowing that they are wound up; it is better to be so


Than to be, like us, wound up and while running down to know –


B. But everywhere the pretence of individuality recurs –


A. Old faces frosted with powder and choked in furs.


B. The jutlipped farmer gazing over the humpbacked wall.


A. The commercial traveller joking in the urinal.


B. I think things draw to an end, the soil is stale.


A. And over-elaboration will nothing now avail,


The street is up again, gas, electricity or drains,


Ever-changing conveniences, nothing comfortable remains


Un-improved, as flagging Rome improved villa and sewer


(A sound-proof library and a stable temperature).


Our street is up, red lights sullenly mark


The long trench of pipes, iron guts in the dark,


And not till the Goths again come swarming down the hill


Will cease the clangour of the pneumatic drill.


But yet there is beauty narcotic and deciduous


In this vast organism grown out of us:


On all the traffic-islands stand white globes like moons,


The city’s haze is clouded amber that purrs and croons,


And tilting by the noble curve bus after tall bus comes


With an osculation of yellow light, with a glory like chrysanthemums.


B. The country gentry cannot change, they will die in their shoes


From angry circumstance and moral self-abuse,


Dying with a paltry fizzle they will prove their lives to be


An ever-diluted drug, a spiritual tautology.


They cannot live once their idols are turned out,


None of them can endure, for how could they, possibly, without


The flotsam of private property, pekinese and polyanthus,


The good things which in the end turn to poison and pus,


Without the bandy chairs and the sugar in the silver tongs


And the inter-ripple and resonance of years of dinner-gongs?


Or if they could find no more that cumulative proof


In the rain dripping off the conservatory roof?


What will happen when the only sanction the country-dweller has –


A. What will happen to us, planked and panelled with jazz?


Who go to the theatre where a black man dances like an eel,


Where pink thighs flash like the spokes of a wheel, where we feel


That we know in advance all the jogtrot and the cake-walk jokes,


All the bumfun and the gags of the comedians in boaters and toques,


All the tricks of the virtuosos who invert the usual –


B. What will happen to us when the State takes down the manor wall,


When there is no more private shooting or fishing, when the trees are all cut down,


When faces are all dials and cannot smile or frown –


A. What will happen when the sniggering machine-guns in the hands of the young men


Are trained on every flat and club and beauty parlour and Father’s den?


What will happen when our civilisation like a long pent balloon –


B. What will happen will happen; the whore and the buffoon


Will come off best; no dreamers, they cannot lose their dream


And are at least likely to be reinstated in the new régime.


But one thing is not likely –


A.                                             Do not gloat over yourself,


Do not be your own vulture; high on some mountain shelf


Huddle the pitiless abstractions bald about the neck


Who will descend when you crumple in the plains a wreck.


Over the randy of the theatre and cinema I hear songs


Unlike anything –


B.                           The lady of the house poises the silver tongs


And picks a lump of sugar, ‘ne plus ultra’ she says


‘I cannot do otherwise, even to prolong my days’ –


A. I cannot do otherwise either, tonight I will book my seat –


B. I will walk about the farm-yard which is replete


As with the smell of dung so with memories –


A. I will gorge myself to satiety with the oddities


Of every artiste, official or amateur,


Who has pleased me in my rôle of hero-worshipper


Who has pleased me in my rôle of individual man –


B. Let us lie once more, say ‘What we think, we can’


The old idealist lie –


A.                              And for me before I die


Let me go the round of the garish glare –


B.                                         And on the bare and high


Places of England, the Wiltshire Downs and the Long Mynd


Let the balls of my feet bounce on the turf, my face burn in the wind


My eyelashes stinging in the wind, and the sheep like grey stones


Humble my human pretensions –


A.                        Let the saxophones and the xylophones


And the cult of every technical excellence, the miles of canvas in the galleries


And the canvas of the rich man’s yacht snapping and tacking on the seas


And the perfection of a grilled steak –


B.                         Let all these so ephemeral things


Be somehow permanent like the swallow’s tangent wings:


Goodbye to you, this day remember is Christmas, this morn


They say, interpret it your own way, Christ is born.



























Valediction









Their verdure dare not show … their verdure dare not show …


Cant and randy – the seals’ heads bobbing in the tide-flow


Between the islands, sleek and black and irrelevant


They cannot depose logically what they want:


Died by gunshot under borrowed pennons,


Sniped from the wet gorse and taken by the limp fins


And slung like a dead seal in a boghole, beaten up


By peasants with long lips and the whisky-drinker’s cough.


Park your car in the city of Dublin, see Sackville Street


Without the sandbags in the old photos, meet


The statues of the patriots, history never dies,


At any rate in Ireland, arson and murder are legacies


Like old rings hollow-eyed without their stones


Dumb talismans.


See Belfast, devout and profane and hard,


Built on reclaimed mud, hammers playing in the shipyard,


Time punched with holes like a steel sheet, time


Hardening the faces, veneering with a grey and speckled rime


The faces under the shawls and caps:


This was my mother-city, these my paps.


Country of callous lava cooled to stone,


Of minute sodden haycocks, of ship-sirens’ moan,


Of falling intonations – I would call you to book


I would say to you, Look;


I would say, This is what you have given me


Indifference and sentimentality


A metallic giggle, a fumbling hand,


A heart that leaps to a fife band:


Set these against your water-shafted air


Of amethyst and moonstone, the horses’ feet like bells of hair


Shambling beneath the orange cart, the beer-brown spring


Guzzling between the heather, the green gush of Irish spring.


Cursèd be he that curses his mother. I cannot be


Anyone else than what this land engendered me:


In the back of my mind are snips of white, the sails


Of the Lough’s fishing-boats, the bellropes lash their tails


When I would peal my thoughts, the bells pull free –


Memory in apostasy.


I would tot up my factors


But who can stand in the way of his soul’s steam-tractors?


I can say Ireland is hooey, Ireland is


A gallery of fake tapestries,


But I cannot deny my past to which my self is wed,


The woven figure cannot undo its thread.


On a cardboard lid I saw when I was four


Was the trade-mark of a hound and a round tower,


And that was Irish glamour, and in the cemetery


Sham Celtic crosses claimed our individuality,


And my father talked about the West where years back


He played hurley on the sands with a stick of wrack.


Park your car in Killarney, buy a souvenir


Of green marble or black bog-oak, run up to Clare,


Climb the cliff in the postcard, visit Galway city,


Romanticise on our Spanish blood, leave ten per cent of pity


Under your plate for the emigrant,


Take credit for our sanctity, our heroism and our sterile want


Columba Kevin and briny Brandan the accepted names,


Wolfe Tone and Grattan and Michael Collins the accepted names,


Admire the suavity with which the architect


Is rebuilding the burnt mansion, recollect


The palmy days of the Horse Show, swank your fill,


But take the Holyhead boat before you pay the bill;


Before you face the consequence


Of inbred soul and climatic maleficence


And pay for the trick beauty of a prism


In drug-dull fatalism.


I will exorcise my blood


And not to have my baby-clothes my shroud


I will acquire an attitude not yours


And become as one of your holiday visitors,


And however often I may come


Farewell, my country, and in perpetuum;


Whatever desire I catch when your wind scours my face


I will take home and put in a glass case


And merely look on


At each new fantasy of badge and gun.


Frost will not touch the hedge of fuchsias,


The land will remain as it was,


But no abiding content can grow out of these minds


Fuddled with blood, always caught by blinds;


The eels go up the Shannon over the great dam;


You cannot change a response by giving it a new name.


Fountain of green and blue curling in the wind


I must go east and stay, not looking behind,


Not knowing on which day the mist is blanket-thick


Nor when sun quilts the valley and quick


Winging shadows of white clouds pass


Over the long hills like a fiddle’s phrase.


If I were a dog of sunlight I would bound


From Phoenix Park to Achill Sound,


Picking up the scent of a hundred fugitives


That have broken the mesh of ordinary lives,


But being ordinary too I must in course discuss


What we mean to Ireland or Ireland to us;


I have to observe milestone and curio


The beaten buried gold of an old king’s bravado,


Falsetto antiquities, I have to gesture,


Take part in, or renounce, each imposture;


Therefore I resign, good-bye the chequered and the quiet hills


The gaudily-striped Atlantic, the linen-mills


That swallow the shawled file, the black moor where half


A turf-stack stands like a ruined cenotaph;


Good-bye your hens running in and out of the white house


Your absent-minded goats along the road, your black cows


Your greyhounds and your hunters beautifully bred


Your drums and your dolled-up Virgins and your ignorant dead.



























Eclogue by a Five-Barred Gate


 (Death and two Shepherds)









D. There is no way here, shepherds, read the wooden sign,


Your road is a blind road, all this land is mine.


1. But your fields, mister, would do well for our sheep.


2. They could shelter from the sun where the low hills dip.


D. I have sheep of my own, see them over there.


1. There seems no nater in ’em, they look half dead.


2. They be no South Downs, they look so thin and bare.


D. More than half, shepherds, they are more than half dead.


But where are your own flocks you have been so talking of?


1. Right here at our elbow –


2.                                 Or they was so just now.


D. That’s right, shepherd, they was so just now.


Your sheep are gone, they can’t speak for you,


I must have your credentials, sing me who you are.


1. I am a shepherd of the Theocritean breed,


Been pasturing my songs, man and boy, this thirty year –


2. And for me too my pedigree acceptances


Have multiplied beside the approved streams.


D. This won’t do, shepherds, life is not like that,


And when it comes to death I may say he is not like that.


Have you never thought of Death?


1.                                          Only off and on,


Thanatos in Greek, the accent proparoxytone –


2. That’s not what he means, he means the thing behind the word


Same as took Alice White the time her had her third –


D. Cut out for once the dialect and the pedantry,


I thought a shepherd was a poet –


1.                                        On his flute –


2.                                                                On his oat –


D. I thought he was a poet and could quote the prices


Of significant living and decent dying, could lay the rails level on the sleepers


To carry the powerful train of abstruse thought –


1. What an idea!


2.                 But certainly poets are sleepers,


The sleeping beauty behind the many-coloured hedge –


D. All you do is burke the other and terrible beauty, all you do is hedge


And shirk the inevitable issue, all you do


Is shear your sheep to stop your ears.


Poetry you think is only the surface vanity,


The painted nails, the hips narrowed by fashion,


The hooks and eyes of words; but it is not that only,


And it is not only the curer sitting by the wayside,


Phials on his trestle, his palms grown thin as wafers


With blessing the anonymous heads;


And poetry is not only the bridging of two-banked rivers.


2. Whoever heard of a river without a further bank?


D. You two never heard of it.


Tell me now, I have heard the cuckoo, there is tar on your shoes,


I surmise that spring is here –


2.                                             Spring be here truly,


On Bank Holiday I wore canvas shoes,


Could feel the earth –


D.                          And that being so, tell me


Don’t you ever feel old?


2.                                   There’s a question now.


1. It is a question we all have to answer,


And I may say that when I smell the beans or hear the thrush


I feel a wave intensely bitter-sweet and topped with silver –


D. There you go again, your self-congratulation


Blunts all edges, insulates with wool,


No spark of reality possible.


Can’t you peel off for even a moment that conscious face?


All time is not your tear-off jotter, you cannot afford to scribble


So many so false answers.


This escapism of yours is blasphemy,


An immortal cannot blaspheme for one way or another


His trivialities will pattern in the end;


But for you your privilege and panic is to be mortal


And with Here and Now for your anvil


You must strike while the iron is hot –


2.                                                He is an old man,


That is why he talks so.


D.                                Can’t you understand me?


Look, I will set you a prize like any of your favourites,


Like any Tityrus or tired Damon;


Sing me, each in turn, what dream you had last night


And if either’s dream rings true, to him I will open my gate.


2. Ho, here’s talking.


1.                                Let me collect myself.


D. Collect yourself in time for if you win my prize –


2. I’m going to sing first, I had a rare dream.


1. Your dream is nothing –


D.                               The more nothing the better.


1. My dream will word well –


2.                                  But not wear well –


D. No dreams wear at all as dreams.


Water appears tower only while in well –


All from the same comes, the same drums sound


In the pulsation of all the bulging suns,


And no clock whatever, while winding or running down,


Makes any difference to time however the long-legged weights


Straggle down the cottage wall or the child grows leggy too –


1. I do not like your talking.


2.                                 It gives giddiness


Like the thrumming of the telephone wires in an east wind


With the bellyache and headache and nausea.


D. It is not my nature to talk, so sing your pieces


And I will try, what is repugnant too, to listen.


1. Last night as the bearded lips of sleep


Closed with the slightest sigh on me and I sank through the blue soft caves


Picked with light delicate as the chink of coins


Or stream on the pebbles I was caught by hands


And a face was swung in my eyes like a lantern


Swinging on the neck of a snake.


And that face I knew to be God and I woke,


And now I come to look at yours, stranger,


There is something in the lines of it –


D.                                                    Your dream, shepherd,


Is good enough of its kind. Now let us hear yours.


2. Well, I dreamt it was a hot day, the territorials


Were out on melting asphalt under the howitzers,


The brass music bounced on the houses. Come


I heard cry as it were a water-nymph, come and fulfil me


And I sped floating, my feet plashing in the tops of the wheat


But my eyes were blind,


I found her with my hands lying on the drying hay,


Wet heat in the deeps of the hay as my hand delved,


And I possessed her, gross and good like the hay,


And she went and my eyes regained sight and the sky was full of ladders


Angels ascending and descending with a shine like mackerel –


Now I come to tell it it sounds nonsense.


D. Thank you, gentlemen, these two dreams are good,


Better than your daytime madrigals.


If you really wish I will give you both the prize,


But take another look at my land before you choose it.


1. It looks colder now.


2.                         The sheep have not moved.


1. I have a fancy there is no loving there


Even among sheep.


D. They do not breed or couple.


1 & 2.   And what about us, shall we enjoy it there?


D. Enjoy what where?


2.                           Why, life in your land.


D. I will open this gate that you may see for yourselves.


1. You go first.


2.                   Well, you come too.


1 & 2.  We will go together to these pastures new …


D. So; they are gone; life in my land …


There is no life as there is no land.


They are gone and I am alone


With a gate the façade of a mirage.






























Morning Sun









Shuttles of trains going north, going south, drawing threads of blue,


The shining of the lines of trams like swords,


Thousands of posters asserting a monopoly of the good, the beautiful, the true,


Crowds of people all in the vocative, you and you,


The haze of the morning shot with words.







Yellow sun comes white off the wet streets but bright


Chromium yellows in the gay sun’s light,


Filleted sun streaks the purple mist,


Everything is kissed and reticulated with sun


Scooped-up and cupped in the open fronts of shops


And bouncing on the traffic which never stops.







And the street fountain blown across the square


Rainbow-trellises the air and sunlight blazons


The red butcher’s and scrolls of fish on marble slabs,


Whistled bars of music crossing silver sprays


And horns of cars, touché, touché, rapiers’ retort, a moving cage,


A turning page of shine and sound, the day’s maze.







But when the sun goes out, the streets go cold, the hanging meat


And tiers of fish are colourless and merely dead,


And the hoots of cars neurotically repeat and the tiptoed feet


Of women hurry and falter whose faces are dead;


And I see in the air but not belonging there


The blown grey powder of the fountain grey as the ash


That forming on a cigarette covers the red.



























Turf-stacks









Among these turf-stacks graze no iron horses


Such as stalk, such as champ in towns and the soul of crowds,


Here is no mass-production of neat thoughts


No canvas shrouds for the mind nor any black hearses:


The peasant shambles on his boots like hooves


Without thinking at all or wanting to run in grooves.







But those who lack the peasant’s conspirators,


The tawny mountain, the unregarded buttress,


Will feel the need of a fortress against ideas and against the


Shuddering insidious shock of the theory-vendors,


The little sardine men crammed in a monster toy


Who tilt their aggregate beast against our crumbling Troy.







For we are obsolete who like the lesser things


Who play in corners with looking-glasses and beads;


It is better we should go quickly, go into Asia


Or any other tunnel where the world recedes,


Or turn blind wantons like the gulls who scream


And rip the edge off any ideal or dream.



























The Individualist Speaks









We with our Fair pitched among the feathery clover


Are always cowardly and never sober,


Drunk with steam-organs, thigh-rub and cream-soda


– We cannot remember enemies in this valley.







As chestnut candles turn to conkers, so we


Knock our brains together extravagantly


Instead of planting them to make more trees


– Who have not as yet sampled God’s malice.







But to us urchins playing with paint and filth


A prophet scanning the road on the hither hills


Might utter the old warning of the old sin


– Avenging youth threatening an old war.







Crawling down like lava or termites


Nothing seduces, nothing affrights


You who scale off masks and smash the purple lights


– But I will escape, with my dog, on the far side of the Fair.






























Train to Dublin









Our half-thought thoughts divide in sifted wisps


Against the basic facts repatterned without pause,


I can no more gather my mind up in my fist


Than the shadow of the smoke of this train upon the grass –


This is the way that animals’ lives pass.







The train’s rhythm never relents, the telephone posts


Go striding backwards like the legs of time to where


In a Georgian house you turn at the carpet’s edge


Turning a sentence while, outside my window here,


The smoke makes broken queries in the air.







The train keeps moving and the rain holds off,


I count the buttons on the seat, I hear a shell


Held hollow to the ear, the mere


Reiteration of integers, the bell


That tolls and tolls, the monotony of fear.







At times we are doctrinaire, at times we are frivolous,


Plastering over the cracks, a gesture making good,


But the strength of us does not come out of us.


It is we, I think, are the idols and it is God


Has set us up as men who are painted wood,







And the trains carry us about. But not consistently so,


For during a tiny portion of our lives we are not in trains,


The idol living for a moment, not muscle-bound


But walking freely through the slanting rain,


Its ankles wet, its grimace relaxed again.







All over the world people are toasting the King,


Red lozenges of light as each one lifts his glass,


But I will not give you any idol or idea, creed or king,


I give you the incidental things which pass


Outward through space exactly as each was.







I give you the disproportion between labour spent


And joy at random; the laughter of the Galway sea


Juggling with spars and bones irresponsibly,


I give you the toy Liffey and the vast gulls,


I give you fuchsia hedges and whitewashed walls.







I give you the smell of Norman stone, the squelch


Of bog beneath your boots, the red bog-grass,


The vivid chequer of the Antrim hills, the trough of dark


Golden water for the cart-horses, the brass


Belt of serene sun upon the lough.







And I give you the faces, not the permanent masks,


But the faces balanced in the toppling wave –


His glint of joy in cunning as the farmer asks


Twenty per cent too much, or a girl’s, forgetting to be suave,


A tiro choosing stuffs, preferring mauve.







And I give you the sea and yet again the sea’s


Tumultuous marble,


With Thor’s thunder or taking his ease akimbo,


Lumbering torso, but finger-tips a marvel


Of surgeon’s accuracy.







I would like to give you more but I cannot hold


This stuff within my hands and the train goes on;


I know that there are further syntheses to which,


As you have perhaps, people at last attain


And find that they are rich and breathing gold.



























Cuckoo









Cuckoo across the poppies


    Making myth –


Simeon on his pillar


    Stands in the air alone





Without context


    Not looking down,


Personification


    Of distance.







Nothing to be seen


    But a stone posture,


The shape of the song


    Of the cuckoo.



























The Creditor









The quietude of a soft wind


Will not rescind


My debts to God, but gentle-skinned


His finger probes. I lull myself


In quiet in diet in riot in dreams,


In dopes in drams in drums in dreams


Till God retire and the door shut.


But


Now I am left in the fire-blaze


The peacefulness of the fire-blaze


Will not erase


My debts to God for His mind strays


Over and under and all ways


All days and always.



























Perseus









Borrowed wings on his ankles,


Carrying a stone death,


The hero entered the hall,


All in the hall looked up,


Their breath frozen on them,


And there was no more shuffle or clatter in the hall at all.







So a friend of a man comes in


And leaves a book he is lending or flowers


And goes again, alive but as good as dead,


And you are left alive, no better than dead,


And you dare not turn the leaden pages of the book or touch the flowers, the hooded and arrested hours.







Close your eyes,


There are suns beneath your lids,


Or look in the looking-glass in the end room –


You will find it full of eyes,


The ancient smiles of men cut out with scissors and kept in mirrors.







Ever to meet me comes, in sun or dull,


The gay hero swinging the Gorgon’s head


And I am left, with the dull drumming of the sun, suspended and dead,


Or the dumb grey-brown of the day is a leper’s cloth,


And one feels the earth going round and round the globe of the blackening mantle, a mad moth.



























To a Communist









Your thoughts make shape like snow; in one night only


The gawky earth grows breasts,


Snow’s unity engrosses


Particular pettiness of stones and grasses.


But before you proclaim the millennium, my dear,


Consult the barometer –


This poise is perfect but maintained


For one day only.






























Sunday Morning









Down the road someone is practising scales,


The notes like little fishes vanish with a wink of tails,


Man’s heart expands to tinker with his car


For this is Sunday morning, Fate’s great bazaar;


Regard these means as ends, concentrate on this Now,


And you may grow to music or drive beyond Hindhead anyhow,


Take corners on two wheels until you go so fast


That you can clutch a fringe or two of the windy past,


That you can abstract this day and make it to the week of time


A small eternity, a sonnet self-contained in rhyme.







But listen, up the road, something gulps, the church spire


Opens its eight bells out, skulls’ mouths which will not tire


To tell how there is no music or movement which secures


Escape from the weekday time. Which deadens and endures.



























Intimations of Mortality









The shadows of the banisters march march,


The lovers linger under the arch,


On the beach the waves creep,


The little boy cannot go to sleep.







He is afraid of God and the Devil –


If he shuts his eyes they will draw level,


So he watches the half-open door and waits


For people on the stairs carrying lights.







Someone comes, carrying a lamp,


The shadows of the banisters march march,


All is above board, order is restored,


Time on horseback under a Roman arch.







Then the final darkness for eight hours


The murderous grin of toothy flowers,


The tick of his pulse in the pillow, the sick


Vertigo of falling in a fanged pit.







After one perfunctory kiss


His parents snore in conjugal bliss.


The night watchman with crossed thumbs


Grows an idol. The Kingdom comes …



























Birmingham









Smoke from the train-gulf hid by hoardings blunders upward, the brakes of cars


Pipe as the policeman pivoting round raises his flat hand, bars


With his figure of a monolith Pharaoh the queue of fidgety machines


(Chromium dogs on the bonnet, faces behind the triplex screens),


Behind him the streets run away between the proud glass of shops,


Cubical scent-bottles artificial legs arctic foxes and electric mops,


But beyond this centre the slumward vista thins like a diagram:


There, unvisited, are Vulcan’s forges who doesn’t care a tinker’s damn.







Splayed outwards through the suburbs houses, houses for rest


Seducingly rigged by the builder, half-timbered houses with lips pressed


So tightly and eyes staring at the traffic through bleary haws


And only a six-inch grip of the racing earth in their concrete claws;


In these houses men as in a dream pursue the Platonic Forms


With wireless and cairn terriers and gadgets approximating to the fickle norms


And endeavour to find God and score one over the neighbour


By climbing tentatively upward on jerry-built beauty and sweated


labour.







The lunch hour: the shops empty, shopgirls’ faces relax


Diaphanous as green glass, empty as old almanacs


As incoherent with ticketed gewgaws tiered behind their heads


As the Burne-Jones windows in St. Philip’s broken by crawling leads;


Insipid colour, patches of emotion, Saturday thrills


(This theatre is sprayed with ‘June’) – the gutter take our old playbills,


Next week-end it is likely in the heart’s funfair we shall pull


Strong enough on the handle to get back our money; or at any rate it is possible.







On shining lines the trams like vast sarcophagi move


Into the sky, plum after sunset, merging to duck’s egg, barred with mauve


Zeppelin clouds, and Pentecost-like the cars’ headlights bud


Out from sideroads and the traffic signals, crème-de-menthe or bull’s blood,


Tell one to stop, the engine gently breathing, or to go on


To where like black pipes of organs in the frayed and fading zone


Of the West the factory chimneys on sullen sentry will all night wait


To call, in the harsh morning, sleep-stupid faces through the daily gate.



























Nature Morte


(Even so it is not so easy to be dead)









As those who are not athletic at breakfast day by day


Employ and enjoy the sinews of others vicariously,


Shielded by the upheld journal from their dream-puncturing wives


And finding in the printed word a multiplication of their lives,


So we whose senses give us things misfelt and misheard


Turn also, for our adjustment, to the pretentious word


Which stabilises the light on the sun-fondled trees


And, by photographing our ghosts, claims to put us at our ease;


Yet even so, no matter how solid and staid we contrive


Our reconstructions, even a still life is alive


And in your Chardin the appalling unrest of the soul


Exudes from the dried fish and the brown jug and the bowl.






























Upon this Beach









Upon this beach the falling wall of the sea


Explodes its drunken marble


Amid gulls’ gaiety.







Which ever-crumbling masonry, cancelling sum,


No one by any device can represent


In any medium.







Turn therefore inland, tripper, foot on the sea-holly,


Forget those waves’ monstrous fatuity


And boarding bus be jolly.



























Snow









The room was suddenly rich and the great bay-window was


Spawning snow and pink roses against it


Soundlessly collateral and incompatible:


World is suddener than we fancy it.







World is crazier and more of it than we think,


Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion


A tangerine and spit the pips and feel


The drunkenness of things being various.







And the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world


Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes –


On the tongue on the eyes on the ears in the palms of one’s hands –


There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses.






























Belfast









The hard cold fire of the northerner


Frozen into his blood from the fire in his basalt


Glares from behind the mica of his eyes


And the salt carrion water brings him wealth.







Down there at the end of the melancholy lough


Against the lurid sky over the stained water


Where hammers clang murderously on the girders


Like crucifixes the gantries stand.







And in the marble stores rubber gloves like polyps


Cluster; celluloid, painted ware, glaring


Metal patents, parchment lampshades, harsh


Attempts at buyable beauty.







In the porch of the chapel before the garish Virgin


A shawled factory-woman as if shipwrecked there


Lies a bunch of limbs glimpsed in the cave of gloom


By us who walk in the street so buoyantly and glib.







Over which country of cowled and haunted faces


The sun goes down with a banging of Orange drums


While the male kind murders each its woman


To whose prayer for oblivion answers no Madonna.



























An April Manifesto









Our April must replenish the delightful wells,


Bucket’s lip dipping, light on the sleeping cells,


Man from his vigil in the wintry chapel


Will card his skin with accurate strigil.


O frivolous and astringent spring


We never come full circle, never remember


Self behind self years without number,


A series of dwindling mirrors, but take a tangent line


And start again. Our April must replenish


Our bank-account of vanity and give our doors a coat of varnish.


Leave the tedium of audits and of finding correct


For the gaiety of places where people collect


For the paper rosettes of the stadium and the plaudits.


And you, let you paint your face and sleek your leg with silk


Which is your right to do


As gay trams run on rails and cows give milk.


Sharp sun-strop, surface-gloss, and momentary caprice


These are what we cherish


Caring not if the bridges and the embankments


Of past and future perish and cease;


Before the leaves grow heavy and the good days vanish


Hold out your glasses which our April must replenish.



























A Contact









The trains pass and the trains pass, chains of lighted windows,


A register in an unknown language


For these are the trains in which one never goes.







The familiar rhythm but the unknown implications


Delight like a dead language


Which never shocks us by banal revelations.







So listening for the night express coming down the way


I receive the expected whistle of the engine


Sharp and straight on the ear like stigmata.



























Wolves









I do not want to be reflective any more


Envying and despising unreflective things


Finding pathos in dogs and undeveloped handwriting


And young girls doing their hair and all the castles of sand


Flushed by the children’s bedtime, level with the shore.







The tide comes in and goes out again, I do not want


To be always stressing either its flux or its permanence,


I do not want to be a tragic or philosophic chorus


But to keep my eye only on the nearer future


And after that let the sea flow over us.







Come then all of you, come closer, form a circle,


Join hands and make believe that joined


Hands will keep away the wolves of water


Who howl along our coast. And be it assumed


That no one hears them among the talk and laughter.



























August









The shutter of time darkening ceaselessly


Has whisked away the foam of may and elder


And I realise how now, as every year before,


Once again the gay months have eluded me.







For the mind, by nature stagey, welds its frame


Tomb-like around each little world of a day;


We jump from picture to picture and cannot follow


The living curve that is breathlessly the same.







While the lawn-mower sings moving up and down


Spirting its little fountain of vivid green,


I, like Poussin, make a still-bound fête of us


Suspending every noise, of insect or machine.







Garlands at a set angle that do not slip,


Theatrically (and as if for ever) grace


You and me and the stone god in the garden


And Time who also is shown with a stone face.







But all this is a dilettante’s lie,


Time’s face is not stone nor still his wings;


Our mind, being dead, wishes to have time die


For we, being ghosts, cannot catch hold of things.






























Aubade









Having bitten on life like a sharp apple


Or, playing it like a fish, been happy,







Having felt with fingers that the sky is blue,


What have we after that to look forward to?







Not the twilight of the gods but a precise dawn


Of sallow and grey bricks, and newsboys crying war.



























The Glacier









Just as those who gaze get higher than those who climb


A paradox unfolds on any who can tamper with time.


Where bus encumbers upon bus and fills its slot


Speed up the traffic in a quick motion film of thought


Till bus succeeds bus so identically sliding through


That you cannot catch the fraction of a chink between the two;


But they all go so fast, bus after bus, day after day,


Year after year, that you cannot mark any headway,


But the whole stream of traffic seems to crawl


Carrying its dead boulders down a glacier wall


And we who have always been haunted by the fear of becoming stone


Cannot bear to watch that catafalque creep down


And therefore turn away to seemingly slower things


And rejoice there to have found the speed of fins and wings


In the minnow-twisting of the latinist who alone


Nibbles and darts through the shallows of the lexicon


Or among plate-glass cases in sombre rooms where


Eyes appraise the glazen life of majolica ware


Or where a gardener with trowel and rheumatic pains


Pumps up the roaring sap of vegetables through their veins.






























Spring Voices









The small householder now comes out warily


Afraid of the barrage of sun that shouts cheerily,


Spring is massing forces, birds wink in air,


The battlemented chestnuts volley green fire,


The pigeons banking on the wind, the hoots of cars,


Stir him to run wild, gamble on horses, buy cigars;


Joy lies before him to be ladled and lapped from his hand –


Only that behind him, in the shade of his villa, memories stand


Breathing on his neck and muttering that all this has happened before,


Keep the wind out, cast no clout, try no unwarranted jaunts untried before,


But let the spring slide by nor think to board its car


For it rides West to where the tangles of scrap-iron are;


Do not walk, these voices say, between the bucking clouds alone


Or you may loiter into a suddenly howling crater, or fall, jerked back, garrotted by the sun.



























Museums









Museums offer us, running from among the buses,


A centrally heated refuge, parquet floors and sarcophaguses,


Into whose tall fake porches we hurry without a sound


Like a beetle under a brick that lies, useless, on the ground.


Warmed and cajoled by the silence the cowed cypher revives,


Mirrors himself in the cases of pots, paces himself by marble lives,


Makes believe it was he that was the glory that was Rome,


Soft on his cheek the nimbus of other people’s martyrdom,


And then returns to the street, his mind an arena where sprawls


Any number of consumptive Keatses and dying Gauls.






























Spring Sunshine









In a between world, a world of amber,


The old cat on the sand-warm window-sill


Sleeps on the verge of nullity.







Spring sunshine has a quality


Transcending rooks and the hammering


Of those who hang new pictures,


Asking if it is worth it


To clamour and caw, to add stick to stick for ever.







If it is worth while really


To colonise any more the already populous


Tree of knowledge, to portion and reportion


Bits of broken knowledge brittle and dead,


Whether it would not be better


To hide one’s head in the warm sand of sleep


And be embalmed without hustle or bother.







The rooks bicker heckle bargain always


And market carts lumber –


Let me in the calm of the all-humouring sun


Also indulge my humour


And bury myself beyond creaks and cawings


In a below world, a bottom world of amber.



























Circe


‘… vitreamque Circen’









Something of glass about her, of dead water,


Chills and holds us,


Far more fatal than painted flesh or the lodestone of live hair


This despair of crystal brilliance.


Narcissus’ error


Enfolds and kills us –


Dazed with gazing on that unfertile beauty


Which is our own heart’s thought.


Fled away to the beasts


One cannot stop thinking; Timon


Kept on finding gold.


In parrot-ridden forest or barren coast


A more importunate voice than bird or wave


Escutcheoned on the air with ice letters


Seeks and, of course, finds us


(Of course, being our echo).







Be brave, my ego, look into your glass


And realise that that never-to-be-touched


Vision is your mistress.



























Mayfly









Barometer of my moods today, mayfly,


Up and down one among a million, one


The same at best as the rest of the jigging mayflies,


One only day of May alive beneath the sun.







The yokels tilt their pewters and the foam


Flowers in the sun beside the jewelled water.


Daughter of the South, call the sunbeams home


To nest between your breasts. The kingcups


Ephemeral are gay gulps of laughter.







Gulp of yellow merriment; cackle of ripples;


Lips of the river that pout and whisper round the reeds.


The mayfly flirting and posturing over the water


Goes up and down in the lift so many times for fun.







‘When we are grown up we are sure to alter


Much for the better, to adopt solider creeds;


The kingcup will cease proffering his cup


And the foam will have blown from the beer and the heat no longer dance


And the lift lose fascination and the May


Change her tune to June – but the trouble with us mayflies


Is that we never have the chance to be grown up.’







They never have the chance, but what of time they have


They stretch out taut and thin and ringing clear;


So we, whose strand of life is not much more,


Let us too make our time elastic and


Inconsequently dance above the dazzling wave.







Nor put too much on the sympathy of things,


The dregs of drink, the dried cups of flowers,


The pathetic fallacy of the passing hours


When it is we who pass them – hours of stone,


Long rows of granite sphinxes looking on.







It is we who pass them, we the circus masters


Who make the mayflies dance, the lapwings lift their crests;


The show will soon shut down, its gay-rags gone,


But when this summer is over let us die together,


I want always to be near your breasts.






























Ode









To-night is so coarse with chocolate


   The wind blowing from Bournville


That I hanker after the Atlantic


   With a frivolous nostalgia


Like that which film-fans feel


   For their celluloid abstractions


The nifty hero and the deathless blonde


   And find escape by proxy


From the eight-hour day or the wheel


   Of work and bearing children.







If God is boundless as the sea or sky


The eye bounds both of them and Him,


We always have the horizon


Not to swim to but to see:


God is seen with shape and limit


More purple towards the rim,


This segment of His infinite extension


Is all the God of Him for me.







And you too, my love, my limit,


So palpable and your hair shot with red –


I do not want a hundred wives or lives


Any more than I want to be too well-read


Or have money like the sand or ability like the hydra’s heads


To flicker the tongues of self-engendering power,


I want a sufficient sample, the exact and framed


Balance of definite masses, the islanded hour.







I would pray for that island; mob mania in the air,


I cannot assume their easy bravery


Drugged with a slogan, chewing the old lie


That parallel lines will meet at infinity;


As I walk on the shore of the regular and rounded sea


I would pray off from my son the love of that infinite


Which is too greedy and too obvious; let his Absolute


Like any four-walled house be put up decently.







Let us turn to homeliness,


Born in the middle of May


Let him accumulate, corroborate while he may


The blessedness of fact


Which lives in the dancing atom and the breathing trees


And everywhere except in the fancy of man


Who daubs his slush on the hawthorn and the may.







Let him have five good senses


The feeling for symmetry


And the sense of the magnet,


His mind deft and unflustered


To change gear easily


And let not the blasphemy


Of dusty words deceive him.







May he hit the golden mean


Which contains the seasonal extreme,


May he riot in the diving sun


And die in the crystal dream,


May his good deeds flung forth


Like boomerangs return


To wear around his neck


As beads of definite worth.







May he pick up daintily


The ambiguous joys,


As a bee in May the blossom of fruit


Cross-fertilise his data and distil


From the drum balalaika fiddle and organ


From sun’s gunnery splintering glass


More than the twanging dazzle or the dazzling noise.







To get permanence, to hear the personance


Of all the water-gullies and blackbirds’ songs


Drained off or died twenty years back


To make one’s flesh of them and so renounce the mask


Of the sham soul, the cask bobbing empty


On leaden waves, the veneer the years crack.







To ride two horses at once, a foot on each


Tilting outward on space abstract and packed


With the audience of the dead and the unborn,


To pay his debts to each


To beach his boat so that others can use it


To throw his bread on the waters, the best deposit.







That people are lovable is a strange discovery


And there are many conflicting allegiances;


The pedals of a chance bicycle


Make a gold shower turning in the sun,


Trains leave in all directions on wild rails


And for every act determined on and won


There is a possible world denied and lost.







Do not then turn maudlin or weathercock,


We must cut the throat of the hour


That it may not haunt us because our sentiments


Continued its existence to pollute


Its essence; bottled time turns sour upon the sill.







The children play in the park; the ducklings


Rise and scurry on the water, a car


Changes down, the sandwichmen


Move up and down with the never-changing news.


Do not brood too much on the forking paths.







The leaves dark green on top, light green under, seas of green


Had brought him on full flood, the colour laid on in slices


As by a mason’s trowel or ice cream in sliders


Bought in dusty streets under the yellow-green beeches,


A little while ago the green was only peppered


But now we gape at a wealthy wave and a tidal tower of green.







Coral azalea and scarlet rhododendron


Syringa and pink horse-chestnut and laburnum


Solid as temples, niched with the song of birds,


Widen the eyes and nostrils, demand homage of words.


And we have to turn from them,


Compose ourselves, fit out an ethic:


Have I anything to hand my son,


Scarab or compass for his journey?







Only so far, so far as I can find, symbols;


No decalogue, no chemical formula;


Unanalysed scent and noise, the fly on the pane,


The tulips banked on the glass-and-black hearse


A memory of a cock crowing in the dark like a curse


The remembered hypnotism of an aeroplane in June –


Watching the cricket from between


Slabs of green and slabs of blue and slowly ladled clouds


We looked at the sky through straw hats,


The sky was turned into black and white small stars.


Then came, southward as always, the angel


His song like the heat dancing on the gravel


High above the bat-chock and the white umpires


Moving south while the clapping of a run turns chill in echo


And his own drone is whittled to the point of a pin


So that dozing boys fumble the ghost of sound.







But this identical sound the then epitome


Of summer’s athletic ease and the smell of cut grass


Will sometime be our augury of war


When these tiny flies like nibs will calmly draw our death


A dipping gradient on the graph of Europe


And over the hairy flatnesses of Russia


This sound when we have died will linger to a wisp


And the endless corn wave tiredly.







Humming and buzzing, the bomber and the fly on the pane


And the telephone wires hung on dead pines,


In Ireland once a string of bright-red haws


Hung, thrown up by children, on those wires:


Not to hang so, O God, between your iron spires!


The town-dweller like a rabbit in a greengrocer’s


Who was innocent and integral once


Now, red with slit guts, hangs by the heels


Hangs by the heels gut-open against the fog


Between two spires that are not conscious of him.







Therefore let not my son, halving the truth


Be caught between jagged edges;


And let him not falsify the world


By taking it to pieces;


The marriage of Cause and Effect, Form and Content


Let him not part asunder.


Wisdom for him in the time of tulips


Monastic repose, martial élan,


Then the opening mouth a dragon or a voluptuary –


These moments let him retain like limbs


His time not crippled by flaws of faith or memory.







In the Birmingham Market Hall at this time


There are horseshoe wreaths of mauve stock


Fixed with wire and nailed with pale pink roses


The tribute to a life that ran on standard wheels –


May his life be more than this matter of wheels and wire.







I remember all the houses where parents


Have reared their children to be parents


(Cut box and privet and the parrot’s voice)


To be clerks to total the flow of alien money


To be florists to design these wreaths and wedding bouquets.







I cannot draw up any code


   There are too many qualifications


Too many asterisk asides


   Too many crosses in the margin


But as others, forgetting the others,


   Run after the nostrums


Of science art and religion


   So would I mystic and maudlin


Dream of the both real and ideal


   Breakers of ocean.


I must put away this drug.







Must become the migrating bird following felt routes


The comet’s superficially casual orbit kept


Not self-abandoning to sky-blind chutes


To climb miles and kiss the miles of foam


For nothing is more proud than humbly to accept


And without soaring or swerving win by ignoring


The endlessly curving sea and so come to one’s home.







And so come to one’s peace while the yellow waves are roaring.
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from OUT OF THE PICTURE







I The Oracle




The oracle


   High between the cliffs,


The tripod over


   The mephitic cleft,


Or the sybil’s cave


   Where the winds blow


The dead leaf answers


   To and fro:


Where shall we find truth in an oracle?







The oracle


   Among the talking oaks,


The flight of birds,


   The examination of guts,


Luck of the cards,


   Lines of the hand,


Call of the raven


   In a sallow land:


Where shall we find truth in an oracle?





II Riding in Cars




Riding in cars


   On tilting roads


We have left behind


   Our household gods,


We have left behind


   The cautious clause,


The laws of the over-


   rational mind.







Frost on the window,


   Skater’s figures,


Gunmen fingering


   Anxious triggers,


Stocks and shares


   (The ribbon of the rich),


The favourite down


   At the blind ditch.







Forgotten now


   The early days,


Youth’s idyllic


   And dawdling ways;


Cruising along


   On the long road


We do not notice


   The limping god.







Swinging between


   Crutches he comes


To an overture


   Of buried drums;


His eyes will turn


   Our hands to stone,


His name is Time,


   He walks alone.





III War Heroes




When the heroes came back from the ten-years’ war


(But no war now will last ten years)


They struck a port they seemed to have seen before.


There were old men sitting on the bollards


Puffing smoke across the sea,


There were dead men hanging in the gantries,


There was a lame bird limping on the quay.


When were we here before? one of them said.


The captain answered: This is where we were born


And where we have now returned. Dead to the Dead.





IV Pindar is Dead




There are hikers on all the roads –


   Pindar is dead –


The petrol pumps are doing a roaring business,


Motors are tuning up for the Easter races,


Building companies are loaning to the newly married –


   Pindar is dead and that’s no matter.







There are climbers on all the hills –


   Pindar is dead –


With oiled boots and ropes they are tackling Snowdon,


The swimming baths are filled for Easter Monday,


Doctored with chlorine to prevent infection –


   Pindar is dead and that’s no matter.







There is money on all the horses –


   Pindar is dead –


One belongs to a proud and a plethoric peer,


One to a maharajah, one to a midland magnate,


One to a dago count and one to a tweeded spinster –


   Pindar is dead and that’s no matter.







There are flowers in all the markets –


   Pindar is dead –


Daffodils, tulips, and forced roses,


New potatoes and green peas for Easter,


Wreaths of moss and primrose for the churches


But no wreaths for runners, whether of olive or laurel –


   Pindar is dead and that’s no matter.





V Les Neiges D’Antan




What’s become of all the glory and the grandeur of the gold-men and the gunmen,


The long breakers topped with silver of expanding power and profits,


Of the well-upholstered mansion, seven flights of stairs for the servants


Carrying coal from six in the morning?


What’s become of the squadron of butlers, valets, grooms and second housemaids?


Gone like the carriage-horse and cabhorse that once dunged the streets of London.


What’s become of the oracles in beards and whiskers, beauty in bustles?


What’s become of Mr. Gladstone or of grandpa’s roll-top desk,


Waterloo Bridge and General Gordon?


What’s become of them? What’s becoming of us?


Look ahead, Long-Sighted Jim,


What do you see in the future dim?


   I look ahead and what do I see?


   I see a pageant, a Lord Mayor’s procession,


   The Aldermen and the flunkeys, the carnival giants,


   The tableaux on lorries, the flags and the coaches,


   And every single one of the people who make that procession


   Carries a white stick to show that he is blind.


What’s become of the light of day, the golden spokes of the sun’s wheels,


What’s become of the fingers of light that picked the locks of the dark places,


What’s become of all our private sentinels?


   Answer: The sentry has gone.


   He will not come back.


   The pavement was worn by his feet


   But moss will grow over the tracks.


   Anyone now can approach


   The door of your house without fear.


   The burglar, the beggar, the drunk,


   The murdering madman, the whore,


   The prophet in sackcloth, the priest,


   The jackal, the tiger, the snake,


   All have their eye on your door.


Close all the doors, bar all the shutters,


Be ready with revolver and electric torch,


Fire extinguisher and telephone directory,


Bible, cheque book, and savoir faire:


The vultures are gathered together,


Their hooked wings carve the urban air.


When the golden cycle is over, the wise men said,


Fire will consume the lot, the game resume,


And feathers of the birds of prey will singe as they tear the prey,


And the corpses roast where they fell


And the small blue flames will play


Like kittens with a ball of wool …


    FIRE    FIRE    FIRE    FIRE


Fire in Troy, fire in Babylon, fire in Nineveh, fire in London,


    FIRE    FIRE    FIRE    FIRE


The buckets are empty of water, the hoses are punctured,


The city main is cut off, the holy well is dry,


There is no succour in the dusty ground, the metallic sky,


No rock will spout with water at the prophet’s rod,


Nor fate repeat the legendary flood,


There is nothing to stem the mechanical march of fire,


Nothing to assuage the malice of the drunken fire.


   FIRE    FIRE    FIRE    FIRE





VI Empty Shoes




Someone said that shoes had personality,


That when you die your shoes …


That the frozen overflow of personality


Hangs on in jags after the general thaw


When a man has died.


Icicles, acroteria.


In a corner, in a cloakroom, among rackets and rods


An old pair of brogues


With criss-cross wrinkles like an old man’s face.


Or when a girl has died


Her shoes are lined up, spruce as soldiers,


Waiting for the word Dismiss.


And in hotels at night passing from door to door


There is something terrible in all those empty shoes.





VII The Jingles of the Morning




Shall we remember the jingles of the morning,


The pipers the pedlars and the brass farthings,


The buds of music, the imagined darlings?


   No, we shall not remember.







Shall we remember the games with puffball and plantain,


Searching for the lost handle to the silent fountain,


Hiding in the shrubbery, shutting our eyes and counting?







Shall we remember the marigolds parading,


Smell of grass and noise of the corncrake railing


And the fun of dragging a stick along the paling?







And after that shall we remember the races,


The broken tape, the clamour of companions’ voices,


The schoolboy’s callow joys in smut and curses?







And shall we remember our early adult pleasure,


The dive in love’s lagoons of brilliant azure,


The gay martyrdom, the brave fantasia?







Shall we remember the kick of inspired religion,


The visions in drink, the feel of the homing pigeon


Drawn by a magnet to an intuited region?







Shall we remember the noise of the moving nations


Or shall we remember the gusty sun’s creations,


The night and the never-to-be-climbed-to constellations?


   No, we shall not remember.





VIII Finale




It is not enough


To have winning ways,


   The trimmed wick burns clear,


To follow with an indolent eye


The flicker-pattern of the days,


   For here ends our hoarded oil.







The acquisitive arts


Are not enough,


   The trimmed wick burns clear,


It is a little and a tired time


To be making money or love,


   Here ends our hoarded oil.







A kiss, a cuddle,


A crossed cheque,


   The trimmed wick burns clear,


Walk among statues in the dark,


The odds are you will break your neck –


   Here ends our hoarded oil.
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Letter to Graham and Anna


Reykjavik.


August 16th, 1936.









To Graham and Anna: from the Arctic Gate


I send this letter to N.W.8,


Hoping that Town is not the usual mess,


That Pauli is rid of worms, the new cook a success.


I have got here, you see, without being sick


On a boat of eight hundred tons to Reykjavik.


Came second-class – no air but many men;


Having seen the first-class crowd would do the same again.


Food was good, mutton and bits of fishes,


A smart line-up of Scandinavian dishes –


Beet, cheese, ham, jam, smoked salmon, gaffalbitar,


Sweet cucumber, German sausage, and Ryvita.


So I came here to the land the Romans missed,


Left for the Irish saint and the Viking colonist.


But what am I doing here? Qu’allais-je faire


Among these volcanic rocks and this grey air?


Why go north when Cyprus and Madeira


De jure if not de facto are much nearer?


The reason for hereness seems beyond conjecture,


There are no trees or trains or architecture,


Fruits and greens are insufficient for health,


Culture is limited by lack of wealth,


The tourist sights have nothing like Stonehenge,


The literature is all about revenge.


And yet I like it if only because this nation


Enjoys a scarcity of population


And cannot rise to many bores or hacks


Or paupers or poor men paying Super-Tax.


Yet further, if you can stand it, I will set forth


The obscure but powerful ethics of Going North.


Morris did it before, dropping the frills and fuss,


Harps and arbours, Tristram and Theseus,


For a land of rocks and sagas. And certain unknown


Old Irish hermits, holy skin and bone,


Camped on these crags in order to forget


Their blue-black cows in Kerry pastures wet.


Those Latin-chattering margin-illuminating monks


Fled here from home without kit-bags or trunks


To mortify their flesh – but we must mortify


Our blowsy intellects before we die,


Who feed our brains on backchat and self-pity


And always need a noise, the radio or the city,


Traffic and changing lights, crashing the amber,


Always on the move and so do not remember


The necessity of the silence of the islands,


The glacier floating in the distance out of existence,


The need to grip and grapple the adversary,


Knuckle on stony knuckle, to dot and carry


One and carry one and not give up the hunt


Till we have pinned the Boyg down to a point.


In England one forgets – in each performing troupe


Forgets what one has lost, there is no room to stoop


And look along the ground, one cannot see the ground


For the feet of the crowd, and the lost is never found.


I dropped something, I think, but I am not sure what


And cannot say if it mattered much or not,


So let us get on or we shall be late, for soon


The shops will close and the rush-hour be on.


This is the fret that makes us cat-like stretch


And then contract the fingers, gives the itch


To open the French window into the rain,


Walk out and never be seen at home again.


But where to go? No oracle for us,


Bible or Baedeker, can tell the terminus.


The songs of jazz have told us of a moon country


And we like to dream of a heat which is never sultry,


Melons to eat, champagne to drink, and a lazy


Music hour by hour depetalling the daisy.


Then Medici manuscripts have told of places


Where common sense was wedded to the graces,


Doric temples and olive-trees and such,


But broken marble no longer goes for much.


And there are some who scorn this poésie de départs


And say ‘Escape by staying where you are;


A man is what he thinks he is and can


Find happiness within.’ How nice to be born a man.


The tourist in space or time, emotion or sensation,


Meets many guides but none have the proper orientation.


We are not changing ground to escape from facts


But rather to find them. This complex world exacts


Hard work of simplifying; to get its focus


You have to stand outside the crowd and caucus.


This all sounds somewhat priggish. You and I


Know very well the immediate reason why


I am in Iceland. Three months ago or so


Wystan said that he was planning to go


To Iceland to write a book and would I come too;


And I said yes, having nothing better to do.


But all the same we never make any choice


On such a merely mechanical stimulus.


The match is not the cause of fire, so pause


And look for the formal as well as the efficient cause.


Aristotle’s pedantic phraseology


Serves better than common sense or hand-to-mouth psychology.


[image: alt] – ‘found its nature’; the crude


Embryo rummages every latitude


Looking for itself, its nature, its final pattern,


Till the fairy godmother’s wand touches the slattern


And turns her to a princess for a moment


Beyond definition or professorial comment.


We find our nature daily or try to find it,


The old flame gutters, leaves red flames behind it.


An interval of tuning and screwing and then


The symphony restarts, the creature lives again –


Blake’s arabesques of fire; the subtle creature


Swings on Ezekiel’s wheels, finding its nature.


In short we must keep moving to keep pace


Or else drop into Limbo, the dead place.


I have come north, gaily running away


From the grinding gears, the change from day to day,


The creaks of the familiar room, the smile


Of the cruel clock, the bills upon the file,


The excess of books and cushions, the high heels


That walk the street, the news, the newsboys’ yells,


The flag-days and the cripple’s flapping sleeve,


The ambushes of sex, the passion to retrieve


Significance from the river of passing people,


The attempt to climb the ever-climbing steeple


And no one knows what is at the top of it,


All is a raffle for caps which may not fit,


But all take tickets, keep moving; still we may


Move off from movement or change it for a day;


Here is a different rhythm, the juggled balls


Hang in the air – the pause before the soufflé falls.


Here we can take a breath, sit back, admire


Stills from the film of life, the frozen fire;


Among these rocks can roll upon the tongue


Morsels of thought, not jostled by the throng,


Or morsels of un-thought, which is still better,


(Thinking these days makes a suburban clatter).


Here we can practise forgetfulness without


A sense of guilt, fear of the tout and lout,


And here – but Wystan has butted in again


To say we must go out in the frightful rain


To see a man about a horse and so


I shall have to stop. For we soon intend to go


Around the Langjökull, a ten-days’ ride,


Gumboots and stockfish. Probably you’ll deride


This sissy onslaught on the open spaces.


I can see the joke myself; however the case is


Not to be altered, but please remember us


So high up here in this vertiginous


Crow’s-nest of the earth. Perhaps you’ll let us know


If anything happens in the world below?
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Carrickfergus









I was born in Belfast between the mountain and the gantries


   To the hooting of lost sirens and the clang of trams:


Thence to Smoky Carrick in County Antrim


   Where the bottle-neck harbour collects the mud which jams







The little boats beneath the Norman castle,


   The pier shining with lumps of crystal salt;


The Scotch Quarter was a line of residential houses


   But the Irish Quarter was a slum for the blind and halt.







The brook ran yellow from the factory stinking of chlorine,


   The yarn-mill called its funeral cry at noon;


Our lights looked over the lough to the lights of Bangor


   Under the peacock aura of a drowning moon.







The Norman walled this town against the country


   To stop his ears to the yelping of his slave


And built a church in the form of a cross but denoting


   The list of Christ on the cross in the angle of the nave.







I was the rector’s son, born to the anglican order,


   Banned for ever from the candles of the Irish poor;


The Chichesters knelt in marble at the end of a transept


   With ruffs about their necks, their portion sure.







The war came and a huge camp of soldiers


   Grew from the ground in sight of our house with long


Dummies hanging from gibbets for bayonet practice


   And the sentry’s challenge echoing all day long;







A Yorkshire terrier ran in and out by the gate-lodge


   Barred to civilians, yapping as if taking affront:


Marching at ease and singing ‘Who Killed Cock Robin?’


   The troops went out by the lodge and off to the Front.







The steamer was camouflaged that took me to England –


   Sweat and khaki in the Carlisle train;


I thought that the war would last for ever and sugar


   Be always rationed and that never again







Would the weekly papers not have photos of sandbags


   And my governess not make bandages from moss


And people not have maps above the fireplace


   With flags on pins moving across and across –







Across the hawthorn hedge the noise of bugles,


   Flares across the night,


Somewhere on the lough was a prison ship for Germans,


   A cage across their sight.







I went to school in Dorset, the world of parents


   Contracted into a puppet world of sons


Far from the mill girls, the smell of porter, the salt-mines


   And the soldiers with their guns.



























June Thunder









The Junes were free and full, driving through tiny


Roads, the mudguards brushing the cowparsley,


Through fields of mustard and under boldly embattled


   Mays and chestnuts







Or between beeches verdurous and voluptuous


Or where broom and gorse beflagged the chalkland –


All the flare and gusto of the unenduring


   Joys of a season







Now returned but I note as more appropriate


To the maturer mood impending thunder


With an indigo sky and the garden hushed except for


   The treetops moving.







Then the curtains in my room blow suddenly inward,


The shrubbery rustles, birds fly heavily homeward,


The white flowers fade to nothing on the trees and rain comes


   Down like a dropscene.







Now there comes the catharsis, the cleansing downpour


Breaking the blossoms of our overdated fancies


Our old sentimentality and whimsicality


   Loves of the morning.







Blackness at half-past eight, the night’s precursor,


Clouds like falling masonry and lightning’s lavish


Annunciation, the sword of the mad archangel


   Flashed from the scabbard.







If only you would come and dare the crystal


Rampart of rain and the bottomless moat of thunder,


If only now you would come I should be happy


   Now if now only.



























The Sunlight on the Garden









The sunlight on the garden


Hardens and grows cold,


We cannot cage the minute


Within its nets of gold,


When all is told


We cannot beg for pardon.







Our freedom as free lances


Advances towards its end;


The earth compels, upon it


Sonnets and birds descend;


And soon, my friend,


We shall have no time for dances.







The sky was good for flying


Defying the church bells


And every evil iron


Siren and what it tells:


The earth compels,


We are dying, Egypt, dying







And not expecting pardon,


Hardened in heart anew,


But glad to have sat under


Thunder and rain with you,


And grateful too


For sunlight on the garden.



























Chess









At the penultimate move, their saga nearly sung,


They have worked so hard to prove what lads they were when young,


Have looked up every word in order to be able to say


The gay address unheard when they were dumb and gay.


Your Castle to King’s Fourth under your practised hand!


What is the practice worth, so few being left to stand?


Better the raw levies jostling in the square


Than two old men in a crevice sniping at empty air;


The veterans on the pavement puff their cheeks and blow


The music of enslavement that echoes back ‘I told you so’;


The chapped hands fumble flutes, the tattered posters cry


Their craving for recruits who have not had time to die.


While our armies differ they move and feel the sun,


The victor is a cypher once the war is won.


Choose your gambit, vary the tactics of your game,


You move in a closed ambit that always ends the same.






























The Heated Minutes









The heated minutes climb


The anxious hill,


The tills fill up with cash,


The tiny hammers chime


The bells of good and ill,


And the world piles with ash


From fingers killing time.







If you were only here


Among these rocks,


I should not feel the dull


The taut and ticking fear


That hides in all the clocks


And creeps inside the skull –


If you were here, my dear.



























Iceland









No shields now


   Cross the knoll,


The hills are dull


   With leaden shale,


Whose arms could squeeze


   The breath from time


And the climb is long


   From cairn to cairn.







Houses are few


   But decorous


In a ruined land


   Of sphagnum moss;


Corrugated iron


   Farms inheritThe spirit and phrase


   Of ancient sagas.







Men have forgotten


   Anger and ambush,


To make ends meet


   Their only business;


The lover riding


   In the lonely dale


Hears the plover’s


   Single pipe







And feels perhaps


   But undefined


The drift of death


   In the sombre wind


Deflating the trim


   Balloon of lust


In a grey storm


   Of dust and grit.







So we who have come


   As trippers North


Have minds no match


   For this land’s girth;


The glacier’s licking


   Tongues deride


Our pride of life,


   Our flashy songs.







But the people themselves


   Who live here


Ignore the brooding


   Fear, the sphinx;


And the radio


   With tags of tune


Defies their pillared


   Basalt crags.







Whose ancestors


   Thought that at last


The end would come


   To a blast of horns


And gods would face


   The worst in fight,


Vanish in the night


   The last, the first







Night which began


   Without device


In ice and rocks,


   No shade or shape;


Grass and blood,


   The strife of life,


Were an interlude


   Which soon must pass







And all go back


   Relapse to rock


Under the shawl


   Of the ice-caps,


The cape which night


   Will spread to cover


The world when the living


   Flags are furled.



























Solvitur Acris Hiems


(Horace, Odes, I. 4)









Winter to Spring: the west wind melts the frozen rancour,


   The windlass drags to sea the thirsty hull;


Byre is no longer welcome to beast or fire to ploughman,


   The field removes the frost-cap from his skull.







Venus of Cythera leads the dances under the hanging


   Moon and the linked line of Nymphs and Graces


Beat the ground with measured feet while the busy Fire-God


   Stokes his red-hot mills in volcanic places.







Now is the time to twine the spruce and shining head with myrtle,


   Now with flowers escaped the earthy fetter,


And sacrifice to the woodland god in shady copses


   A lamb or a kid, whichever he likes better.







Equally heavy is the heel of white-faced Death on the pauper’s


   Shack and the towers of kings, and O my dear


The little sum of life forbids the ravelling of lengthy


   Hopes. Night and the fabled dead are near







And the narrow house of nothing past whose lintel


   You will meet no wine like this, no boy to admire


Like Lycidas who today makes all young men a furnace


   And whom tomorrow girls will find a fire.



























Passage Steamer









Upon the decks they take beef tea


   Who are so free, so free, so free,


But down the ladder in the engine-room


   (Doom, doom, doom, doom)


The great cranks rise and fall, repeat,


The great cranks plod with their Assyrian feet


   To match the monotonous energy of the sea.







Back from a journey I require


   Some new desire, desire, desire


But I find in the open sea and sun


   None, none, none, none;


The gulls that bank around the mast


Insinuate that nothing we pass is past,


   That all our beginnings were long since begun.







And when I think of you, my dear,


   Who were so near, so near, so near,


The barren skies from wall to wall


   Appal, appal, pall, pall,


The spray no longer gilds the wave,


The sea looks nothing more nor less than a grave


   And the world and the day are grey and that is all.



























Circus







I TRAPEZISTS




Intricacy of engines,


Delicacy of darkness;


They rise into the tent’s


Top like deep-sea divers







And hooked from the mouth like fish


Frame their frolic


Above the silent music


And the awed audience,







Hang by their teeth


Beneath the cone of canvas,


The ring beneath them


An eye that is empty







Who live in a world


Of aery technic


Like dolls or angels


Sexless and simple







Our fear their frame,


Hallowed by handclaps,


Honoured by eyes


Upward in incense.







On the tent’s walls


Fourfold shadowed


In a crucifixion’s


Endless moment







Intricacy of,


Delicacy of,


Darkness and engines.





II HORSES




The long whip lingers,


Toys with the sawdust;


The horses amble


On a disc of dreams.







The drumsticks flower


In pink percussion


To mix with the metal


Petals of brass.







The needle runs


In narrower circles;


The long whip leaps


And leads them inward.







Piebald horses


And ribald music


Circle around


A spangled lady.





III CLOWNS




Clowns, Clowns and


Clowns


A firm that furthers


Nobody’s business







Zanies by royal


Charter and adept


At false addition


And gay combustion







With bladders for batons


And upright eyebrows


Flappers for feet


And figs for no one.







The child’s face pops


Like ginger beer


To see the air


Alive with bowlers.







Bric-a-brac


Pick-a-back


Spillbucket


Splits.





IV ELEPHANTS




Tonnage of instinctive


Wisdom in tinsel,


Trunks like questions


And legs like tree trunks







On each forehead


A buxom blonde


And round each leg


A jangle of bells,







Deep in each brain


A chart of tropic


Swamp and twilight


Of creepered curtains,







Shamble in shoddy


Finery forward


And make their salaams


To the tiers of people –







Dummies with a reflex


Muscle of laughter


When they see the mountains


Come to Mahomet …







Efficacy of engines,


Obstinacy of darkness.



























Homage to Clichés









With all this clamour for progress


This hammering out of new phases and gadgets, new trinkets and phrases


I prefer the automatic, the reflex, the cliché of velvet.


The foreseen smile, sexual, maternal, or hail-fellow-met,


The cat’s fur sparking under your hand


And the indolent delicacy of your hand


These fish coming in to the net


I can see them coming for yards


The way that you answer, the way that you dangle your foot


These fish that are rainbow and fat


One can catch in the hand and caress and return to the pool.


So five minutes spent at a bar


Watching the fish coming in, as you parry and shrug


This is on me or this is on me,


Or an old man momentously sharpens a pencil as though


He were not merely licking his fur like a cat –


The cat’s tongue curls to the back of its neck, the fish swivel round by the side of their tails, on the abbey the arrows of gold


On the pinnacles shift in the wind –


This is on me this time


Watch how your flattery logic seduction or wit


Elicit the expected response


Each tiny hammer of the abbey chime


Beating on the outer shell of the eternal bell


Which hangs like a Rameses, does not deign to move


For Mahomet comes to the mountain and the fish come to the bell.


What will you have now? The same again?


A finger can pull these ropes,


A gin and lime or a double Scotch –


Watch the response, the lifting wrist the clink and smile


The fish come in, the hammered notes come out


From a filigree gothic trap.


These are the moments that are anaplerotic, these are the gifts to be accepted


Remembering the qualification


That everything is not true to type like these


That the pattern and the patina of these


Are superseded in the end.


Stoop your head, follow me through this door


Up the belfry stair.


What do you see in this gloom, this womb of stone?


I see eight bells hanging alone.


Eight black panthers, eight silences


On the outer shell of which our fingers via hammers


Rapping with an impertinent precision


Have made believe that this was the final music.


Final as if finality were the trend of fish


That always seek the net


As if finality were the obvious gag


The audience laughing in anticipation


As if finality were the angled smile


Drawn from the dappled stream of casual meetings


(Yet oh thank God for such)


But there is this much left over


There is very much left over:


The Rameses, the panther, the two-ton bell


Will never move his sceptre


Never spring, never swing


No, no, he will never move …


What will you have, my dear? The same again?


Two more double Scotch, watch the approved response


This is the preferred mode;


I have shut the little window that looks up the road


Towards the tombs of the kings


For I have heard that you meet people walking in granite


I have shut up the gates under padlock


For fear of wild beasts


And I have shut my ears to the possible peal of bells,


Every precaution –


What will you have, my dear? The same again?


Count up our fag-ends


This year next year sometime never


Next year is this year, sometime is next time, never is sometime


Never is the Bell, Never is the Panther, Never is Rameses


Oh the cold stone panic of Never –


The ringers are taking off their coats, the panther crouches


The granite sceptre is very slightly inclining


As our shoes tap against the bar and our glasses


Make two new rings of wet upon the counter


Somewhere behind us stands a man, a counter


A timekeeper with a watch and a pistol


Ready to shoot and with his shot destroy


This whole delightful world of cliché and refrain –


What will you have, my dear? The same again?
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