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Preface





An invitation to make this edition of my Collected Poems (the third) definitive and comprehensive could not have been accepted had chance not put in my way a Canadian scholar, Dr James Brigham, who, in the pursuit of his own studies, had collected and indexed the whole of my published work. He was kind enough to let me profit from his toil, and the editing and arranging of this edition is entirely his work, which has been aided and shaped by the bibliography of Alan G. Thomas. My warm thanks go to both men for this exemplary edition which I would not have been able to assemble unaided.
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To the Reader





This third collection of Lawrence Durrell’s poems makes generally available for the first time all of the poems published between 1931 and 1974. The earliest items are now all quite scarce: Quaint Fragment: Poems Written between the Ages of Sixteen and Nineteen (1931); Ten Poems (1932); Ballade of Slow Decay (Christmas, 1932); Transition: Poems (1934); Mass for the Old Year (1935). Durrell’s first real volume of verse, in terms of availability to the public, was A Private Country (1943), and it was followed by Cities, Plains and People (1946) and On Seeming to Presume (1948). Deus Loci (1950) and Private Drafts (1955) marked a brief return to private, limited editions, but Durrell has remained a truly public poet since The Tree of Idleness (also 1955). That volume was followed by Selected Poems (1956); the first Collected Poems (1960); Selected Poems, 1935–1963 (1964); The Ikons and Other Poems (1966); the second Collected Poems (1968); Vega and Other Poems (1973), which included the poems published in The Red Limbo Lingo (1971); and Selected Poems (1977). All the poems published in these volumes are collected here, as are those poems which were published in little magazines but which were never collected. However, poems published as integral parts of plays or novels are not included, nor are poems which exist only in manuscript form.


My two goals in compiling this edition have been to give the reader a sense of the publishing history of Durrell’s poems, and to retain the sense of intimacy which the arrangement of poems in earlier editions has given.


The poems have been arranged chronologically by year of first publication. Two dates are given beneath each poem: the date on the left is the year in which the poem was first gathered by its author as part of a volume of verse; the italicized date on the right is the year of first publication. Poems which were originally dated by the poet retain those dates, in parentheses, beneath their titles.


Over the years, and for various reasons, many of the original dedications to the poems had been removed; they have been restored in this edition. Similarly, original author’s or prefatory notes which had been either pared down or completely excised have here been reinstated. Finally, epigrams from Georges Blin and Mila Repa which appeared in first editions as ‘keys to a mood’ but have not appeared in collected editions have been slipped into this edition in their original chronological settings.


JAMES A. BRIGHAM 


Okanagan College


1980





















THE GIFT









Now that I have given all that I could bring


Slit the wide, silken tassel of the purse,


Scattered its myriad bounties to the Spring.


To the rich Autumn leaves:


                                           The crumbled dust


Of ancient adorations, murmurings,


And the dull story of some faded lust,


Will you remember it and, mother-wise


Thank me in these chill after-days


When I am empty-handed … with your eyes?
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PIONEER









I built a house, far in a wilderness,


Against the arid ramparts of a sky,


Proof against occult art or wizardry:


Against my distant wanderings, comradeless.


I planted the straight, cool pine-trees all around,


And brimmed the garden with wild peony;


Here I kept silence, lived only to see


The magic in the trees, the friendly ground


Turn and put forth its tendrils of new life


Into the glowing grass: and here I dwelt,


No eloquent shadows that could break or melt


My great content;


                            Only a living strife


Calling me back from this core of desolation,


To seek an ultimate twilight in a life.
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INCONSTANCY









Child, in the first few hours I lived with you,


Time beat the generous pulses of desire,


And churned the embers of a faded light to livid fever heat;


The fleeting moments laughed in mockery;


Fled with the light abruptness of a dream …


Time was asleep … Night and the stars remained


The bitter emptiness of nothing gained,


The queer half-witted stagnancy of Love


Passed like a covert whisper in the night.


And yet, they say, beneath some other skies,


Grey in the dusk there’ll be another one


Another with perhaps diviner eyes.
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HAPPY VAGABOND


(Amsterdam 1930)









I was a vagabond; sunset and moon


Found me a place in their hearts.


   Gladly I saw


The still, white summits of the friendly hills,


And snatched a wraith of sadness from the core


Of the deep sea, the unresisting earth:


Sang to the moon, and wove a melody


Deep in the strident archways of the sky;


Or felt the benediction of rebirth


That stirred strange anguish in this vagrant heart …


So there was silence in the wind that followed after,


Dim with a memory I’d left behind


Chilled into terror by the phantom of your laughter.
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SONNET ASTRAY









We had a heritage that we have lost,


Ours was the whiteness and the godliness


Wings of the twilight; child-like we caress


The tawdry fragments of old dreams, embossed


With all the garishness of wandering minds,


Crazed and distraught; palsied with senile age.


The wisdom of a fool that seeks and finds


An emptiness, a gaunt penultimate stage


Before perfection! Reason fades and dies


Beneath the burden of such blasphemies;


Life is a loneliness, and heritage


A whispered mockery; yet first to go,


Killed by the fitful ravings of a sage


Was youth; youth has been dead a painted age ago …


Sometimes the gross pendulum of time


Is swung back an aeon;


                                      And I,


Bewilderingly wonder at my great foolishness


To leave you forever alone that night by a star swept sea,


With the laughter of the dark surf in your eyes …


Godless, and yet so very much a God.
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THE BEGINNING









Oh! to blunder onto the glory of some white, majestic headland,


And to feel the clean wisdom of the curving sea,


And the dear mute calling of the wind


On the masked heels of the twilight….


Greying away to sundown, winding into the west;







And oh! heart of my heart to find


Dreams so oft forgotten, few fulfilled.
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HIGHWAYMAN









The road is a sinister pathway paved with smoke,


A faint, white tremor; in the encircling trees


Grow the little whispers, oak to friendly oak,


Sentinels of the road.


                                  Darker than these


Full in the shadow of the leaning elm


A restive horse pads on the level grass,


And counts the seconds; dark, immobile sits


The masked rider, gleaming oblique slits


For eyes, watching the timid minutes pass


On stealthy feet, hurrying the approach


Of time;


             Far out upon the curving road


Glitters, an unsuspecting prey, the Midnight Coach.…
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CRISIS









How can we find the substance of the lie;


Trace the huge source of deadlock, and complain


Of wealth denied, when we who paid the cost


Thwart our forbidden ends of destiny,


And mock our own wild laughter?


   We have lost


In the lithe whips of the soft, blinding rain,


More than a century of mingled hates …


More than these years of recompense forget:


Turbulence at a sleeping city’s gates:


The pathos of a victim still, beset


By a reluctant Hector, finding light


In the huge heart-break of its shaken tears,


A width … a tenderness … some ultimate height


To stem the vanguard of to-day with years.
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DARK GRECIAN









Down the wide shadow-streets of the city,


   By the white marble steps


Where the quiet, soft-robed people


Crowd to the glamour of the music,


Deep between the pallid shadows of the houses,


And the white fantasy of the Moonlight


   Among the columns;


Through the glazed signature of the mists


   Across the great Dome,


Sped the lithe God, the tall Grecian youth,


   Dark of limb, and fleet,


With the ebony glitter of light in his hair,


   And his full, lustrous eyes


Dim with unbidden searching.
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ECHOES: I









Can you remember, oh so long ago,


How we wandered one twilight over the edge of the clouds


Over the pathway to the stars, and found


The cave …


The cave of the silver echoes,


And when I stood, breathless, and called your name,


It flung it back to me in little ripples


Of ecstatic, liquid sound.


Can you forget how you said mockingly,


Hand on my arm: ‘If you have need of me


In some dim afterwards, when the gaunt years


Have brought no fuller harvest, greater recompense:


Or if in your poor loneliness you need my comfort,


Come one twilight under these vacant leagues,


These drowsy blue immensities of sky,


    And call my name,


And I will hear,’ ‘And answer me,’ laughed I.
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FUTILITY









Sealed with the image of man grows the fungus,


Puffed to ripe unholy promise;


A vagueness unfulfilled lies in the venom.


Illimitable design


Weighed in a madman’s hand


Who swings destruction in the huge scales.


The broad vision of a Xerxes turns and cries,


Seeing his Nubian mercenaries,


    The masked furies of a night,


Wreathe and twine into the tenebrous defiles,


A living snake of blindness …


And to hear that old, age-weary crying,


They are such dust before the wind.
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LARGESSE









The quiet murmur shakes the shadowed wood,


And stirs the larches;


Startles the timid moorhen’s fluffy brood


Where the fern arches,


Pregnant with sudden, wide-eyed loneliness.


It touches the rounded nipples of the hills







With amorous fingers:


The tender crying of the wood it stills


With a touch that lingers


Silent and magic on the placid air.


It threads its dainty way to your lone bed,


And largesse throws …


White, wrinkled leaves on your bowed head,


White as the snows


That coldly smile on youth and life and love.
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ECHOES: II









Last night I bowed before a destiny,


Deep in the night; bound with my huge grief,


Stooping beneath the desolation of my tears,


I climbed the forgotten pathway to the stars,


And knelt, half-man, half-child before our cave;


And the light fingers of the little winds


Touched my tired eyes and lips,


And the quaint fragrance of the clover ….


Stirred all the mournfulness of the old memories


And darkness was kind to me ….







When suddenly I cried in my great sorrow to the sky,


And heard your answer, growing quietly


Over the brimming silence of the deeps ….







So I gained comfort from one long-since dead.







1980/1931



























CANDLE-LIGHT









So we have come to evening … graciously,


Through the bewildered churning of our dreams,


And found a day well spent; the candle-light


Gathers the living gloom, and wistfully


Cradles its arms about you as you sit …


Yet you who seek a flame, ponder and write


Bound by the hapless chatter of a quill.


While beauty grows and stirs about your chair,


Oh frail poet, under the candle-light …
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CHRIST A MODERN









I who have lived in death, hemmed by the spears,


Born by grave victory, or by sore defeat,


Finding no vain or mercenary tears


In battle, lithe of body, fleet


To stem a wild, vainglorious afterflow,


I live that you may laugh, die that you may live;


Strew some rich largesse where the best may throw


Some broken toy, incalculably give


The widened harness of our peaceful years


Into your eager hands. I find no joy


In old wives’ adoration, women’s tears,


Or the reluctant praises of a boy,


… Being the faint shadow of a vanguard’s wave,


I die


That you may live, and fear the life.







1980/1931






























A DEDICATION


To My Mother









Pity these lame and halting parodies


Of greater, better poems; from the dawn


And from the sunset I have fashioned them


From the white wonders of the seven seas;


And from the memories of hours forlorn


When I lived goodbyes, and crushed the stem


Of conscious sadness, pillaging the sap


Of tired youth.


Strange yearning that I’ve had


To climb the trough of some forgotten jest


Or cry, and lay a tired head on your lap;


Sing to the moon, or yet be silent lest


In deep woods I wake some sleeping dryad….


Partly because I’m writing this to you


Perhaps because I’m only human too,


I make excuse for each strange, hopeless song:


For all this unintelligible throng


Of words inadequate. I only plead


That I have lived them all these lonely few


And made them personal … quaint offering


Each one some little magic that belongs to you.
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FINIS









There is a great heart-break in an evening sea;


Remoteness in the sudden naked shafts


Of light that die, tremulous, quivering


Into cool ripples of blue and silver …


So it is with these songs:


                                        the ink has dried,


And found its own perpetual circuit here,


Cast its own net


Of little, formless mimicry around itself.


And you must turn away, smile …


                                                     and forget.
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TREASURE









Seal up the treasury and bar the gate.


We have enough of wonders in our store


To sit awhile at evening and relate


Wonderingly, what we did not have before.


Here in the counting-house, while daylight speeds


Nearer to us and nearer, let us tell,


Soft-voiced, with reverence, as a monk tells beads,


All the possessions that we love so well;







And fear not. In the hour before the dawn,


When cressets tremble in the icy wind


That shumbles in the parched and sleepy corn,


These will be safe for other’s hands to find.







These treasures that are hoarded in our trust


Others will touch with hands, but find them dust.
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DISCOVERY OF LOVE









I turned and found a new-moon at my feet:


All the long day and night made measureless:


New glamour in the traffick of the street,


And in your glance a secret holiness.


Here is a wonder that has made us wise,


Discovered all creation in a song.


We have found light and shining of the eyes,


And loyalty is with us all day long.







Most merciful, since you have turned your face,


And given this perfection to my hand,


Earth has become an autumn dancing place,


And I a traveller in enchanted land;







And all the rumour of the earth’s decay


Remoter than to-morrow seems to-day.
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PLEA









There must be some slow ending to this pain:


Surely some pitying god will give release,


Guerdon for service, leaving us again


The old magnificence and peace?







May we who serve such cruel apprenticeship


Find no more answer than an empty guess,


Knowing that every lip to questing lip


Must give for answer ‘Yes’?







Oh turn your mind from such ungodly thought,


Let your dear, trembling mouth no longer guess:


Pleasure is greatest pain so dearly bought,


And love unfaithfulness.
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LOST


For Nancy


‘Angels desire an alms.’ MASSINGER









We had endured vicissitude and change,


Laughter and lanterns, colours in the grass,


And all the foreign music of the earth:


Starlight and glamour: every subtle range


Of motion, rhythm, and power that gave us birth.







Now that the ink has dried and left its rust


On the forgotten words, the growing rhythms


Have thundered into peace; shaken to dust


Are all the restless, savage, drowsy hymns:


Vanished the echo where the music was,


Faded the lanterns: colours in the grass


Died with the laughter of the old foolish rhymes …







Quietly we stand aside and let them pass.
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QUESTION









You have so dressed your eyes with love for me


That all my mind’s entangled in a flame,


Crying the old despair for all to see,


The wonder of your name.


I must believe the passion of your mouth


And all its living treasure has no dearth,


But lives, exultant, through the season’s drouth


In the old hiding places of the earth.







How can the anguished world remain the same;


The crowds still pass on unreturning feet


When we have cupped our hands about a flame?
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LOVE’S INABILITY









In all the sad seduction of your ways


I wander as a player tries a part,


Seeking a perfect gesture all his days,


Roving the widest margins of his art.







I would drink this perfection as a wine,


Leash the wild thirst that bids me more than taste:


Hoard up the great possession that is mine,


Not squander as a drunkard makes his waste.







I will be patient if the world be wise,


And you be bountiful as you are curt,


Until a song awakes those distant eyes,


And all your weary gestures cease to hurt.
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Cueillez dès Aujourd’huy les Roses de la Vie


RONSARD, Sonnets









You will have no more beauty in that day


When all the slow destruction of the mind,


Encompassed in a single clot of clay,


Is dust on dust, with flower-roots entwined.


No use to say ‘She was both cruel and kind.


Though all her limbs have crumbled to decay,


Yet we, remembering, gather up and bind


The harvest that was all her yesterday.’







No use to shake that dear, unhappy head,


And pray for fresh beginnings, time makes one


Of all the prayers of Syria’s sleeping dead,


All the choked dust of fallen Babylon.







There is no lamentation but the hours


Mourning the silent watches of the grave.


Always the gaunt reflection of the stars


Whispers ‘Mad lovers, these you may not save.’
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RETURN









There is some corner of a lover’s brain


That holds this famous treasure, some dim room


That love has not forgotten, where the sane


Plant of this magic burgeons in the gloom,


And pushes out its roots into the mind,


Grown rich on the turned soil of days that pass.







I know there is enchantment yet to find:


April and whip-showers and the heavy grass


Leaning to the lance-points of the rain …







Oh we will turn someday, and find again


The pageant of the lilies as they pass


In slow procession by the lonely lake,


Down by the crying waters of the plain.


Always, to the end, these will remain,


A thirst that all our passions may not slake







April and whip-showers and the crying rain.
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Je Deviens Immortel dans tes Bras


OVIDE, Les Amours









We have no more of time nor growing old,


Nor memory of lovers that are dead


While blood is on our lips; and while you hold


Those frail and tenebrous hands about my head.


Time is snuffed out as candles in a church,


And all the fume in darkness is your hair;


Licence these burning lips and let them search


For passion that lies nearest to despair.







Let us set up a gravestone in the dark,


We who are laughing sinners, let us hold


One moment as a monument to mark


The hour from which God ceased to make us old.
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RETREAT









I would be rid of you who bind me so,


Thoughtless to the stars: I would refrain and turn


Along the unforgotten paths I used to know


Before these eyes were governed to discern


All beauty and all transcience in love.


I would return, hungry, inviolate,


To the sequestered woodland, arched above


With the unchanging skies that graciously await


My sure return from such inconstant love.







I would return … yet would there ever be


The same clear current at the root of things?


The same resistless tides born of the sea?


The old slurred whisper of the swallow’s wings?
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BALLADE OF SLOW DECAY









This business grows more dreary year by year,


The season with its seasonable joys,


When there is so much extra now on beer,


And therefore so much less to spend on toys:


And now that Auntie Maud’s had twins (both boys),


And all the family is knitting clothes—


It makes me want to stamp and make a noise:


I wish that George would pay me what he owes.







I realise that Cousin Jane is ‘dear’,


And that sweet Minnie has such ‘grace and poise’,


But why should they be planning to come here,


When Winifred my manuscript destroys,


And dearest little Bertie mis-employs


His time by crying when he sees my nose—


It makes me want to stamp and make a noise:


I wish that George would pay me what he owes.







How can a man withstand the atmosphere,


This hell compounded of such strange alloys?


Grandma’s too old to do a thing but leer,


And call the home-made mince-pies ‘saveloys’.


Grandpa keeps drooling on about sepoys,


The Indian situation and the snows—


It makes me want to stamp and make a noise:


I wish that George would pay me what he owes.





ENVOI




Prince, if I once disturbed your equipoise,


By sending you my old discarded hose—


Perhaps you’d help me stamp and make a noise,


And wish that George would pay me what he owes?
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TULLIOLA







‘… there was found the body of a young lady swimming in a kind of bath of precious oyle or liquor, fresh and entire as if she had been living, neither her face discolour’d, nor her hair disorder’d: at her feete burnt a lamp which suddainely expir’d at the opening of the vault; having flam’d, as was computed, now 1,500 yeares, by the conjecture that she was Tulliola, the daughter of Cicero whose body was thus found, as the inscription testified.’




Only the night remains now, only the dark.


This my forever and my nevermore.


Impalpable eclipse!


Persistent as the muzzle of a dog,


Nosing me out for ever and for ever….


God! that my body slips


Between smooth liquors like a floating log,


Spinning on tides of wine


So slow that not a flaw can shift


The symmetry of liquid in this basin:


Nor a chaotic wave can lift


My nostrils to the surface-fume of spice,


Bitter and odorous in gloom.







Pity me, swimming here.


Pity me, Cicero’s daughter.


All the embalmer’s poor artifice was this:


To strip me of the cogs and wheels of sense—


Those inner toys of motion,


Purse up my dead lips in a kiss,


And freeze the small shell of me,


Freeze me so stiff and regimental,


Then launch me in this vault’s aquarium


Upon a tide of spices.


Pity me, swimming here.


Pity me, Cicero’s daughter,


Partnered by inner darkness and one solemn light.
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LYRIC









I am this spring,


This interlocked torment of growth.


I am leaf folding,


Leaves falling and folding,


Leaf upon leaf upon spray,


Sweet pod and sticky:


Buds that are speckled, bursting, breaking-


I am this hour.


O unbearable sliding and twining


Sinews of creeper,


Unbearable fret in the burdenous mould!


I am seed pressing,


Seeds straining and scoring


A runnel to dayshine:


All seed and all potence,


Invincible growth,


Clamped in the moist clog of soil.


I am the surge:


The shaking and loosing of strands:


Weed creaking,


Earth slipping from fingers of tendrils


And bindings of moss.


Hear me you earth-drums


Babbing and drubbing


Invincibly onward to life!


Hear me!


              I am this spring,


I am this forest in flux,


Urging and burgeoning.
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WHEAT-FIELD


For Leslie









And all this standing butter-coloured flood


Where the vast field goes tilting to the sky,


Tilting and lifting to a red dancing sun,


A man destroys, destroys….







Old arms, brown arms,


Twinkles the grinning scythe-blade in the wheat….







Though the dry wind, defensive,


Break cover and descend,


Shuffling the yellow heads like cards,


Hampered and driving:


Though there is consternation and amaze,


A man destroys, destroys,


While the sun freckles the orchard


A man in a red cloak destroys.







   I have been so in dreams: rooted


And standing with the warm male sperm in me,


Hideously wary of death.


   I have been rooted wheat—


A legless stalk hanging on the ground


While a destroyer roves


Nearer and always nearer: oblivious:


Twisting the wicked sickle in my roots—


An old man


Who destroys


Under a dancing sun.
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FACES


For F. A.







I




So many masks, the people that I meet,


So many coloured faces—


Carnival idols wagging in a lanterned street,


Plaster and pigment grimaces.


Not one but wears smooth porcelain for a frown,


Not one the livelong daytime,


Can I say: ‘Here loveliness’? or ‘Here walks guile’?


Always beneath the smile


I know the apparatus of the bone,


The structure pinned with ligament,


The sliding gristle, coil of artery:


All, all, delicate, nimble, wired, machinery,


Snugly buttoned in


A supple glove of flesh,


A snake-smooth film of skin,


Smooth, smooth, flawless and bland as rubber….





II




And, if I smile


What can you see, what guess?


Your own, your little idiot uniformity


Reciprocates a perfect puppet nothingness;


A null collision of minute desires


Transliterated thus by muscle-play….


Behold,


Behold your mincing jowls a-swing on wires!


No, no. My friend


We are void idols still,


Ridiculous clicking dolls,


Mumming the silly ciphers of pretence:


Always intent to end


Our awful emptiness by alphabets.


Our speech, our hapless intercourse


Seems always just removed from actual sense.


Can you deny me that the laughter-mask


Clamps back upon itself to trace


Only the raving jaw-line of the skeleton?


That in your hanging face


A smile is an expression of despairs,


With mouth a hanging flap,


A slip of skin twiddled by subcutaneous hairs,


A juggling parody of what you say?


In fine,


Your mouth’s a letter-box,


A hippo’s bun-trap …


Your mouth, my friend … and mine!





III




So many masks …


So very many faces….







Will you remember, then, when next we walk


Among the lanterns and the lights,


Among the half-light of your chance desires


We are but carnival idols still—


Poor rag-dolls twitched on wincing wires


Fingered by impulse?


A couple of barking cattle


With a fool rictus gouged upon our faces!


Will you remember as we yapp and boom


How poor a condolence


The formal utterance is


For being two bloody zeros,


Mnemotechnic heroes:


Sick hack-satires on meaning by Infinity,


With not one working sense


That does not illustrate our own


And all humanity’s impertinence?
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LOVE POEMS







I




Lost, you may not smile upon me now:


You, nor that grey-eyed counterpart of you


Inhabiting the sunlight in still places:


Substant always in the netted moonshine.







‘Remember’ is a lost cry on a wind:


A hollow nothing-heard,


Most memorable, in a deaf night


That does not heed.







I have forgot even, dear pagan,


The holding of hands, the beseeching,


Intolerable darling!


No more do the loose hands of devilry


Tangle your fingers like nets in my soul.







You … I …


They are such very little faces—


Flowers in a stippled moonshine


Only recalled when the moon’s a mad farthing,


The sky a december of steel.





II




I cannot fix the very moment or the hour,


But an inevitable sometime I shall meet


One face, your face among the faces,


Notice one step


Among the winding footfalls of a hollow street.


Perhaps at evening in smooth rain


That runs all silver-shod among the houses,


In a void gathering of men and women


Who tread their lives out on the jointed stones,


I shall be challenged by your smile again:


Your voice above the loaded gutter’s monotones.







Voice among voices …


Face among faces….


I cannot fix the moment, and my present clock,


The dandelion-puff, lies cruelly;


Yet, in the action of that hour’s surprise


What will you do, or I?


Catch hands and laugh upon each other’s eyes?


Or will some imp of the spontaneous moment


Devise some other signal than this?


Shall I, perhaps, put hands upon your elbows,


Outface your consternation with a kiss?





III




What would you have me write?


Scraps, an attentive phrase or two


To soothe your vanity’s delight?


Pay down a fee of words to you,


That lesser you, who dwindle, shrink


When formal sentences of fine desire


Fix your minute reflection in a shining ink?


Would you have all of this:


A macaroni payment for a wink?


A pastiche for a kiss?







No. I’ll not devise such nothings:


Not countenance dissection with my pen:


Make an essay on torment when


Ink is for fixing fables.


   O! can anything


Engendered of the mind be more than this:


A hazard flight on an imperfect wing?


The motion of the muscle in a kiss;


Features aligned for laughter; can the mind


Transliterate such metamorphosis


Evoking thence


More than a leaning pothook for a sense?







Words? They are not large enough.


The sense is never minion to the word. 





IV




Absent from you, I say:


‘Let there be no more songs,


Those faulty units of the heart.’


Let them defer to senses they can know,


Be pander to air’s comprehended graces—


Daffodil smells and the turned earth and snow.


Let them disseminate and prove


The mere music’s overture to love


Whose dear vicissitudes may never show


Upon the surface of thought’s countenance.







Sure that I’ve tried and tried,


Leading my ink across this acreage


Of vacant pages.


I can glean nothing from the scars of heart.


Always the finer fabric of the sense protests:







‘Let there be no more songs


Lest an obscuring music’s overtone


Disperse the purer meaning of the words.’





V




You too will pass as other lovers pass.


   There will no more be hands to hold you by.


Love, like wet fingers dabbled on a glass,


   Traces a soon disfigured charactery.


As there is end to every narrative,


   So must the string fall silent on the air.


Dear, these poor suppliant hands may only give


   Scant loveliness to cast before despair.


To hold you will not make creation young,


   Nor all the pattern of the planets new.


Time may not grant what beauty I have sung


   More lease than sunlight to a last night’s dew.







Unbearable enchantment! All and all of this


Will slip to nothingness beneath a kiss. 





VI




There is no strict being in this hour,


No scent nor dust that moves:


Only this dawdling clock


Clapping a tireless knuckle at the doors


Of cogent thought:


Reviving echoes in the wasted mind.


The night-time swings resentment like a hammer—


Murderous long minutes, pendulous over me,


And all the dark divorces of the mind and body


Are cancelled quite, devoured by this hot nothing,


Night.


I am become my thought’s compositor


And the laborious darkness here my devil.







I, lapt in the vacuum of this hot white bed,


What can I see beyond the triple wall?


What sense beyond soul’s damage—


Your absence, white Compassionate?


The mind is windle-straws


Herded in regiments by the poignant wind:


A thimble-full of restless lava contemplating


Only the motionless elbows of these trees


Swagged hard with fruit,


Nudging the neighbour wall like a boor at table.


Marble realities!


These, only these.







Yet somewhere thoughts conspire to show you standing,


The obedient evening at your elbow,


Upon a terrace in that southern land,


Free of these dread devices of discomfort—


Silence—this hot blank silence and this bed—


My youth’s warm winding-sheet—


Free of them all!


O! dear my saint, sometime I vision you,


As summer lightning winking in my brain—


All your youth’s shapely arrogance!


You, limb-lusting, Pan-fleet!


Leaning upon a terrace in the south,


Forgetting and forgetting.







The wind’s your only Romeo.







1980/1934



























MASS FOR THE OLD YEAR


‘Sur le Noel, morte saison’ VILLON









Since you must pass to-night


Old year, since you must vanish and fall,


What shall we do or devise for you


To celebrate temporal death?


Will you need cakes and poor potsherds


Huddled and stale beside you—


Shall we portion you food and a leather of wine?







Since you must go and we must follow you—


Lamenting and spectral companions,


My lover’s dead self and my own—


What shall we make for the three of us,


Tombstones and talismans?


Toys for our comfort in darkness,


Toys for our pillows, we three sleeping children


Now fallen and cold? 







Old year, sweet year, I have laid her beside you—


Simple magnificent marble,


Parcelled in cere-cloth, oils and warm ointments:


Pure and delightful our ghostly companion,


Clenched in clean winding-cloth


Close from the mould.







Since we must go together, hand in hand,


Lead our frail steps in the darkness:


Guide our drugged limbs in the shades and the silences,


Tenebrous places—O! cherish our youth.


Old year, kind year,


Image of sunshine and nightingale-passion


Urge us so gently and smoothly away,


My lovely accomplice and I,


To the dead selves of lovers,


The voiceless, forgotten, the faded companions:


Old year, lost year, lead us away.







1980/ New Year, 1935



























THE DEATH OF GENERAL UNCEBUNKE: A BIOGRAPHY IN LITTLE


(1938)


To Kay in Tahiti: now dead







‘Not satire but an exercise in ironic compassion, celebrating a simplicity of heart which is proof against superiority or the tooth of the dog … After all, we may have had other criteria, but they were only criteria.’





The Argument


General Uncebunke, named Konrad after his famous ancestor the medieval schoolman (see epistolœ obscurorum virorum), was born in 1880, and baptised in the same year at the village church, Uncebunke, Devon, England. On leaving Oxford he served with distinction in two wars.


In the intervals he travelled extensively in Peru, Siberia, Tibet, and Baffin Land and wrote many travel books of which Roughing It in Tibet is the best known to-day.


In 1925 he came home from his travels for good and settled down to country life in England, becoming Tory M.P. for Uncebunke, and increasing his literary reputation by his books of nature essays.


In 1930, owing to the death of his only daughter, he suffered from a temporary derangement of his mind and published that extraordinary volume of memoirs known as Spernere Mundum. He remained Tory member for Uncebunke, however, until his death on 2 April 1937.


He was laid in state for three days in the family vault; and the body was finally cremated according to his wish. His widow who survived him but three months is said to have scattered his ashes in the Channel as a tribute to a very gallant explorer and noble man.


Author’s Note


You must know that this is one organic whole and must be read like a novel to be really appreciated. Also it is quite serious and should be read with the inner voice, preferably in some dialect.




FOURTEEN CAROLS



I




My uncle sleeps in the image of death.


In the greenhouse and in the potting-shed


The wrens junket: the old girl with the trowel


Is a pillar of salt, insufferably brittle.


His not to reason why, though a thinking man.


Beside his mesmeric incomprehension


The little mouse mopping and mowing,


The giraffe and the spin-turtle, these can


On my picture-book look insufferably little


But knowing, incredibly Knowing.





II




My uncle has gone beyond astronomy.


He sleeps in the music-room of the Host.


Voyage was always his entertainment


Who followed a crooked needle under Orion,


Saw the griffin, left notes on the baobab,


Charted the Yellow Coast.


He like a faultless liner, finer never took air,


But snow on the wings altered the altitude,


She paused in a hollow pocket, faltered:


The enormous lighted bird is dashed in snow.


Now in the labyrinth God will put him wise,


Correct the instruments, will alter even


The impetuous stance, the focus of the eyes.





III




Aunt Prudence, she was the eye of the needle.


Sleeping, a shepherdess of ghostly sheep.


‘Thy will be done in Baden Baden.


In Ouchy, Lord, and in Vichy.’


In the garden of the vicarage sorting stamps


Was given merit of the poor in spirit


For dusting a cinquefoil, tuning the little lamps.







Well, God sends weather, the English apple,


The weeping willow.


Grum lies the consort of Prudence quite:


Mum as a long fiddle in regimentals:


This sudden IT between two tropical thumbs.


Unwrinkle him, Lord, unriddle this strange gorgon,


For tall Prudence who softens the small lamps,


Gives humble air to the organ that it hums.





IV




My uncle sleeps in the image of death.


Not a bad sport the boys will tell you,


More than a spartan in tartan.


Yet he, fearing neither God nor man,


Feared suffocation by marble,


Wrote a will in hexameters, burnt the cakes,


Came through with the cavalry, ladies from hell,


Feared neither God nor man,


Devoted to the polo-pony, mesmerized by stamps.


Now in the stable the hypnotic horse-flesh


Champ, stamp, yawn, paw in the straw,


And in the bedroom the blind warhorse


Gallops all night the dark fields of Dis.





V




My uncle has gone beyond astronomy.


His sleep is of the Babylonian deep-sea


Darker than bitumen, defter than devil’s alliances.


He has seen Golgotha in carnival:


Now in the shin-bone the smart worm


Presides at the death of the sciences,


The Trinity sleeps in his knee.







Curse Orion who pins my man like moth,


Who sleeps in the monotony of his zone,


Who is a daft ankle-bone among stars,


O shame on the beggar by silent lands


Who has nothing but carbon for his own.


Uncouple the flutes! Strike with the black rod!


Our song is no more plural, the bones


Are hollow without your air, Lord God.


Give us the language of diamonds or


The speech of the little stones.





VI




Prudence shall cross also the great white barrier.


God shall fold finally up the great fan—


Benevolent wings wheeling over the rectory,


The vicar, the thatcher, the rat-catcher,


Sure in this medicine help her all they can.


O she is sure in step with the step of the Master.


Winter loosens the apple, fastens the Eskimo.


Wearing his pug-marks for slippers shall follow,


Holding to common prayer, the Great Bear;


Over the Poles, wherever his voyages go.







Shall navigate also the great circle,


Confer with the serious mammoth, the sabre-tooth,


Come to the sole goal, palace of higher things,


Where God’s good silverware spills on all faces,


And hazardously the good wizard, gives wings.





VII




My uncle sleeps in the image of death.


He sleeps the steep sleep of his zone,


His downward tilting sleep beyond alarm.


Heu! he will come to harm so alone.


Who says for him the things he dare not say?


He cannot speak to angels from his rock.


This pediment of sleep is his impediment.


Grant him the speech of sleep,


Not this dank slag, the deathward sediment.


Strike with the rod, Lord God.


Here was a ruddy bareback man,


Emptied his blood upon the frozen lake,


Wheeled back the screaming mares,


Crossing the Jordan.







Excuse me, Lord God, numberer of hairs,


Sender of telegrams, the poisoned arrow,


Suffer your faithful hound, give him


At least the portion of the common sparrow.





VIII




My uncle has gone beyond astronomy.


Three, six, nine of the dead languages


Are folded under his lip.


He has crossed over into Tartary,


Burnt his boats, dragged the black ice for bodies,


Seen trees in the water, skippered God’s little ship.







He is now luggage, excess baggage,


Not wanted on voyage, scaling a pass,


Or swinging a cutlass in the Caribbean,


Under Barbados chewing the frantic marsh-rice,


Seven dead men, a crooked foot, a cracked jaw,


Ten teeth like hollow dice.







My uncle is sleeping in economy.


No word is wasted for the common ghost


Speaks inwards: he lies in the status


Of death’s dumb music, the dumb dead king


On an ivory coast.





IX




Prudence had no dog and but one cat,


Black of bonnet the Lord’s plain precept saw


At the at-home, on Calvary, in the darkest nook


He was there; He leaned on a window smiling,


The God Shepherd crooking his ghostly crook.


Prudence did dip and delve in the Holy Book,


Alpha to omega angels told her the tale,


Feeding the parrot, pensive over a croquet-hoop:







‘Once upon a time was boy and girl,


Living on cherry, berry, fisherman’s silver catch.


Now the crass cock crows in the coop,


Prudence, the door dangles, lacking a latch.’





X




My uncle has gone beyond astronomy.


He sleeps the sharp sleep of the unstrung harp.


Crossed into Tartary, he lies deep


In the flora and fauna of death,


Under a black snowline sleeps the steep,


Botanical, plant-pure sleep. 







The soul is folded like a little mouse.


Body is mortuary here, the clock


Foiled in its own wheels—but he may be sleeping,


Even if no toe moves no where, the sock


Be empty of all but vessels—where is he creeping?


Where is my man’s address? How does he perish


Who was my relish, who was without fault?







Strike with the black rod, Lord God.


This is the marmoreal person, the rocky one.


This is the pillar of savourless salt.





XI




My uncle has gone beyond astronomy.


He sleeps in the pocket of Lapland,


Hears thunder on a Monday, has known


Bone burn to ash for the urn’s hold.


He has fine nails of his finger and of his toe.


Now colder than spittle is his mettle. The hand


Is cold bone touching cold stone. So


In the sad womb he plays the trump of doom.







Lord, here is music. This fine white ’cello


Hums no more to the gust of your air.


This supercilious fellow, think what was given


To nourish his engine, salt barley and beer.


All wasted, gone over, destroyed by death’s leaven,


Scent of the apple and stain of the berry.


Now only the ignorant hedgehog dare,


Smelling the fruit in him, dance and be merry.





XII




Prudence was told the tale of the chimney-corner


In the ingle beetled over the red troll’s book


Ate the white lie: ‘Happily ever after,


A hunchback, a thimble, a smart swan,


Ride time’s tall wave, musically on and on …’


Was it of God to bait and wait with the hook?


Was it of him black laughter at ‘happily ever after’,


A grass widow, a shadow embalmed in a story-book?







Memory is morsels offered of sparrows.


First prize a jug and bowl for correcting the clock,


Sending a telegram, gathering holy campion.


Lowly Prue is glum of finger and thumb,


Toe in the ember, dismembering spools of knitting.
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