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INTRODUCTION



Duncan Wu


WHY POETRY? THERE is much fiction and nonfiction about dogs, but poetry, being more compressed, can deliver more effectively that emotional jolt I’m looking for. I want to read something about a dog and be moved to laugh or cry, and poetry is the medium through which emotion works most powerfully. If you doubt that, take a look at William Stafford’s “How It Began” (here) or Toi Derricotte’s “The Good Old Dog” (here). I want the poet to hurl me against the window of the imagination and compel me to stare in horror or disbelief or wonder at the unfolding drama on the other side. I want to forget myself and be immersed in someone else’s world.


This isn’t the first book of its kind; anthologists have been compiling canine collections for decades. One approach is to gather together heartwarming, escapist verse that shows what incorrigible scoundrels dogs can be, but that’s not the idea behind Dog-eared. Readers in the twenty-first century want something firmer-edged, with a foothold in the world of tough breaks and hard knocks—poetry from a world recognizably our own. Some dog poems too readily lose sight of the bestiality of their subject. The animal they describe doesn’t seem like a creature that could roll in excrement; it is instead an ersatz dog—not real, but a hurried squiggle with doggy features—constructed and styled to satisfy the appetite for cuteness.


Such poems are problematic because they flatter dogs and flatter us. And they have an inbuilt tendency to veer rapidly into the realm of kitsch. We should not forget that our ancestors, as well as people today, have shown cruelty toward dogs to the point of terrible violence. Bear-baiting was practiced in England up to the nineteenth century. Bears suffered the most, but many dogs were also killed or injured. Only in 1835 did Parliament pass a law outlawing bear-baiting, though baits continued in various parts of Britain until 1842. The prohibition didn’t stop people from engaging in other acts of cruelty, like tying fireworks to dogs’ tails for “fun,” and in fact gave impetus to the demand for dogfighting, which continues to this day in various countries.1


You can’t build an awareness of that into your work if your dogs are carved out of polystyrene and live in Arcadia. The undeceived vision of Charles Simic is a perfect antidote. His poems are uncompromising in their determination to tell the truth; in a note written for this volume, Simic says:




I grew up with stray dogs. It was during the Second World War in a city occupied by the Nazis and frequently bombed by the Allies where almost every street had fresh ruins, the sight of which brought misery to the grownups and joy to children and lost dogs looking for a place to hide. Strangely, even at the age of five I was not afraid of them like other people, but would approach them even when they appeared vicious and kept barking at me as if wanting to tear me apart. Since then I don’t miss an opportunity to go over to a strange dog and introduce myself. By and large they tend to be lonely creatures and so am I.





Understanding dogs as they really are is crucial to our understanding of ourselves; after all, what else are we looking at, when we reflect on our relations with dogs? Any work of art that falsifies human or canine nature has no future; only as a truth-telling medium can it have validity.


The Good Dogs


It’s impossible not to feel astonished by Homer. Whether he was one person or a group of people is irrelevant to the insight “he” seems to have had into the closeness of man and dog. The story of the dog Argus stands at the beginning of this volume and has a psychological authenticity that belies its age. Its underlying conceit is that an invisible connection binds Ulysses, who has just returned home after his arduous journey, and the dog he trained as a puppy, whom he has not seen for many years. Ulysses’s tragedy is shared by the dog. Returning in the guise of a beggar, he finds Argus horribly, painfully neglected, “all abjectly on the stables store” (here)—lying on a pile of animal feces, covered in ticks. In this encounter the hero and his dog, reunited for the first and last time, are given something infinitely precious—a moment in which the dog is allowed the comfort of knowing his master has returned and that he is truly loved.




Up went his dog’s laid ears and (coming near)


Up he himself rose, fawned, and wagged his stern,2


Couched close his ears, and lay so. (here)





The closeness of dog and owner partakes of genuine love, and that makes Ulysses and Argus a kind of touchstone, an ideal. It’s the standard against which we perceive the cruelty inflicted in Baudelaire’s “The Good Dogs,” vivisectionist inhumanity in Browning’s “Tray,” and the dog’s blamelessness in Andrew Motion’s “The Dog of the Light Brigade.” It’s a vision of how things ought to be between dog and owner, and it hasn’t changed in the millennia that have passed since Homer wrote his great epic.


Byron was the weirdest of men. He never knew his father, had a tortured relationship with his mother, and the only human beings he wanted to befriend were the fifteen-year-old boys with whom he constantly fell in love. His purest relationships, however, were with animals, especially dogs. He acquired Boatswain (pronounced “Bo’sun”), the Newfoundland, when he was fifteen years old in 1803. The name Boatswain was an acknowledgment of the fact that Newfoundlands were renowned for their ability to rescue people who were drowning, and Byron enjoyed putting this to the test by throwing himself off ships, Boatswain always jumping in to help him ashore. Byron was heartbroken when Boatswain died of rabies in 1808; he had nursed him to the end. He composed an epitaph that was etched in marble and erected over the dog’s remains.




But the poor dog, in life the firmest friend,


The first to welcome, foremost to defend,


Whose honest heart is still his master’s own,


Who labors, fights, lives, breathes, for him alone,


Unhonored falls, unnoticed all his worth,


Denied in heaven the soul he held on earth. (here)





Byron portrays the dog, much as Homer does, as the victim of neglect; in his lines Boatswain’s loyalty, dedication, and love are rewarded with exclusion from heaven. The important point for Byron is that dogs are better than humans. They love where humans merely lust; they are faithful where humans are capable of betrayal.


The idea that dogs are better than people—angels with four furry legs and a tail—goes back at least to the seventeenth century, when Anne Finch ventriloquized the thoughts of the vigilant Snarl, who was capable of identifying thieves, flatterers, and even gold-digging women (here). The poet Robert Herrick, a huge admirer of Charles I, owned a King Charles spaniel called Tracie and wrote that, when the dog died, he would give him “one / Tear, that deserves of me a million” (here). What’s distinctly English about that is the restraint—the “one / Tear,” which he admits immediately to be an act of meanness. Such self-awareness is both stoic and, at the same time, highly emotional because we know that, even if he does only shed one tear, he really wants to “cry a river.” That seventeenth-century restraint is not only manly (at least by the standards of the time), it is also different from the more declarative manner of Byron, because it sets up the inability to adequately mourn the dog as a virtue. The superiority of dogs is also, unexpectedly, the subject of William Cowper’s “On a Spaniel Called Beau, Killing a Young Bird” (here). Cowper begins by thinking the dog deserves to be reprimanded, but he then writes a response in the dog’s voice, in which Beau says he was only obeying the call of Nature (here). For many of Cowper’s readers, and certainly for most of the Romantics, that would have seemed a completely adequate response, warranting Beau’s exoneration. Nature, after all, was seen as a powerful ordering force on a universal scale, not to be quarreled with.


Walking his beloved Ponto, Victor Hugo reflects on the abominable behavior of humans compared to Ponto’s, who is “honesty unleashed” (here)—a claim that turns the dog into a moral exemplar, something licensed quite emphatically by Hugo. Charles Baudelaire, by contrast, was not originally a great admirer of dogs, and could grumble about what disgusting creatures they were (see, for instance, “The Dog and the Perfume Bottle,” here). But after seeing how miserably dogs were treated in Belgium (a country he described as “a monster”), he wrote what can only be described as a sort of love letter to them, “The Good Dogs” (here), which concludes by imagining “a special paradise for good dogs, poor dogs, mud-bespattered dogs, and sad dogs” (here). The poem is one of the great works of French literature, and one of the most compelling works in this anthology.


In Ivan Turgenev’s prose poem, “The Dog” (here), the author sits with a dog and intuits, through an almost mystic insight, “that at this instant there is living in him and in me the same feeling, that there is no difference between us. We are the same; in each of us there burns and shines the same trembling spark” (here). It is tempting to imagine this sense of affinity as deriving from a peculiarly Russian dislike of isolation, but, in fact, it is found in poems by writers the world over.


This growing belief that “there is no difference between us” was incompatible with vivisection, the practice of conducting experimental surgeries on living animals, which many activists, including a number of poets, began opposing in the 1870s. In Robert Browning’s “Tray,” published 1879, a vivisectionist threatens to slice open a dog who has saved the life of a young girl, to learn where its soul might be (here). In this poem, passivity is not an option. We have either to endorse the unfortunate dog’s fate, or to question it. By what standard is being sliced open while alive the appropriate reward for Tray’s heroic act? That question is never explicitly stated, but there can be no dodging it. Worse still, the scientist’s declared mission is to find the soul—as if that were possible. There is a strong underpinning of moral outrage, all part of a larger strategy to compel us to think for ourselves.


Christina Rossetti, a contemporary of Browning’s and owner of a pet wombat, was also a passionate anti-vivisectionist whose poem against the practice begins with “a poor old dog / Who wags his tail a-begging in his need” (here). The image may seem a little sentimental, but there was nothing sugary about it for her: there were stray, homeless dogs everywhere in Victorian London, many of whom simply died in the streets.


The poems that confront human cruelty to dogs may be among the most memorable in this volume. That preoccupation looks back to Homer and the terrible manner in which the servants in Ulysses’s house neglect Argus. What makes Galway Kinnell’s “Burning” worse is the efficiency with which its central character kills the “yellow hound” that saved his life (here). The poem is a terrible, chilling commentary on man’s unspeakable inhumanity to animals and, as with Browning’s poem, it places the responsibility for some kind of judgment squarely with the reader.


The Bad Dogs


It may be harder to think of dogs as nice once you’ve watched them tear other animals limb from limb. The Actaeon episode in Ovid’s Metamorphoses confronts us with a pack of dogs ready to chase down their owner, disguised as a deer, and kill him. The cleverness of the situation is that they are innocent as they do it because they have no way of knowing that the deer is their beloved Actaeon; as far as they know, this is one of many wild animals their owner has trained them to hunt for sport. Ovid revels in the irony, listing by name as many of the dogs as possible, with details of their origins.




His hounds espied him where he was, and Blackfoot first of all,


And Stalker special good of scent began aloud to call.


This latter was a hound of Crete, the other was of Sparta.


Then all the kennel fell in round, and every for his part


Did follow freshly in the chase more swifter than the wind—


Spy, Eateal, Scalecliff, three good hounds come all of Arcas’ kind;   3


Strong Kilbuck, currish Savage, Spring, and Hunter fresh of smell,


And Lightfoot who to lead a chase did bear away the bell;   4


Fierce Woodman hurt not long ago in hunting of a boar,


And Shepherd wont to follow sheep and neat to field afore;   5


And Laund, a fell and eager bitch that had a wolf to sire;   6


Another brach called Greedigut with two her puppies by her;   7


And Ladon gaunt as any greyhound, a hound in Sicyon bred;


Blab, Fleetwood, Patch whose necked skin with sundry spots was spread;


Wight, Bowman, Royster (beauty fair and white as winter’s snow),


And Tawny full of dusky hairs that over all did grow;


With lusty Ruffler passing all the residue there in strength,   8


And Tempest best of footmanship in holding out at length;


And Cole, and Swift, and little Wolf, as wight as any other,   9


Accompanied with a Cyprian hound that was his native brother,   10


And Snatch amid whose forehead stood a star as white as snow,


The residue being all as black and slick as any crow;


And shaggy Rug with other twain that had a sire of Crete


And dam of Sparta, one of them called Jollyboy, a great


And large-flewd hound, the other Chorle who ever gnoorring went,   11


And Ringwood with a shyrle loud mouth the which he freely spent,   12


With divers mo whose names to tell it were but loss of time. (here)   13





These are the bad dogs par excellence. For Ovid, their naming is poetry—and a marvelous way of building suspense. As we read these lines, we begin to realize what an impossible challenge the deer has in outrunning his pursuers, and how carefully the hunting pack was assembled in the first place—by the very man it is to destroy. While these realities sink in, Ovid enumerates details that do not contribute in any way to the narrative, other than to embellish the horror that is about to unfold.


These were some of the best bad dogs of the Elizabethan period, and their influence is felt throughout subsequent literature. Geoffrey Chaucer, that genius of medieval storytelling, had already amused himself with the names of the dogs who pursue the fox in “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” (“Ran Colle oure dogge, and Talbot and Gerland,” here), and the same motif is repeated by Shakespeare in Theseus’s description of a hunt:




My hounds are bred out of the Spartan kind,   14


So flewed, so sanded, and their heads are hung


With ears that sweep away the morning dew;


Crook-kneed, and dewlapped like Thessalian bulls;


Slow in pursuit, but matched in mouth like bells,


Each under each. A cry more tuneable   15


Was never holla’d to, nor cheered with horn


In Crete, in Sparta, nor in Thessaly:


Judge when you hear. (here)





The baddest of the bad must be Cowper’s Beau, already mentioned above under the rubric of good dogs. But regardless of what Cowper has him say, he is a killer; everything he says is a justification of cold-blooded murder—which he claims, speciously or not, to be a call of Nature. The dog in Hannah More’s “Patient Joe” (here) is hardly better—an unrepentant thief who steals others’ lunches whenever the chance arises, even if, as in the poem, the theft has an unexpectedly positive outcome. More’s focus is not on the dog, but like all tragic storytellers, she has a keen sense of irony—and in this case the poem’s resolution is entirely canine.


There is irony of a more refined sort in Thomas Hardy’s stunning, “Ah, Are You Digging on My Grave?” (here). Its premise is shocking: the poem’s speaker is a corpse, a woman in a grave recently disturbed by digging. The dead woman asks, “Then, who is digging on my grave?” She runs through the various possibilities until a voice provides the answer:




Oh it is I, my mistress dear,


Your little dog, who still lives near,


And much I hope my movements here


Have not disturbed your rest?





The stage is set for an affectionate reunion: Oh yes, the corpse says, my nice doggie is “that one true heart” who remembers me—hooray for “a dog’s fidelity!” Most eighteenth-century writers would have ended the poem there, but Hardy’s genius is to sniff out the opportunity for a cruel punch line, which the speaking dog delivers, holding nothing back:




Mistress, I dug upon your grave


To bury a bone, in case


I should be hungry near this spot


When passing on my daily trot.


I am sorry, but I quite forgot


It was your resting-place.





Hardy’s genius lies in that innocent phrase, “I am sorry.” Perhaps the dog is sorry, but his politeness cannot blind us to the unhappy realization that the corpse’s ecstatic celebration of canine fidelity is utterly unfounded. And the playful rhyme with “trot” underlines how unserious the dog is in his daily return to “this spot.” Hardy does not relate the corpse’s reaction to this breathtaking response: we have to imagine her, lying for eternity, six feet underground, knowing that her only visitor will be a dog who uses her grave for his bone-burying. She is otherwise forgotten. Perhaps it is funny—but it is also designed to make us feel distinctly queasy.


Exactly the same discomfort pervades Charles Simic’s “Icarus’s Dog” (here) in which the dog bears witness to his master’s death before acting in a persuasively doggy manner: “Now and then stopping to pee / And take one more look at the sky.” Simic is too humane a writer to give this the cold edge we find in Hardy; he is more concerned with describing how dogs think and behave. Unlike humans, dogs do not aspire to emotional states they think they ought to feel; they do as they want.


Dogs as They Truly Are


Hardy’s is the first dog in this book who speaks exactly as one would expect. In the twentieth century there are an increasing number that behave in an identifiably doggy manner. William Carlos Williams’s “Smell!” (here) gives us a dog ”indiscriminately” smelling every possible odor during a walk. “Can you not be decent? Can you not reserve your ardors / for something less unlovely?,” Williams asks. Well, no, is the implied answer—because (as Cowper might say) that is Nature’s way. Dorothy Parker, in “Verse for a Certain Dog” (here), reprimands a pet who eats biscuits on her bed, threatens to knock over the fishbowl, and enjoys using the kitten as a basketball—not by any means the most troublesome of dogs, but a recognizably mischievous one who we know will simply disregard everything she says.


That most intelligent of poets (and one of the most shamefully neglected), Howard Nemerov, reflects on his affinities with the dog he walks each day in “Walking the Dog” (here). He and his mutt are, he says, two universes “connected by love and a leash and nothing else.” He refines that observation by saying they are also connected by “our interest in shit”—one of the most honest comments in this book because it incriminates not just the dog, but us too. Nemerov is nothing if not honest—and it may be that unless one is prepared to be as honest as he is, there is little point in writing poetry at all.


Craig Raine is as uncompromising as anyone when it comes to looking things in the face, and his three poems here bear that out. But while rubbing our noses in uncomfortable truths, he also wants to make us laugh:




they scratch their itches






like one-legged cyclists sprinting


for home, pee like hurdlers,






shit like weightlifters, and relax


by giving each other piggy backs… (“The Behaviour of Dogs,” here)





Once again, there’s something very English about this kind of truth-telling. The physical functions Raine describes are not things we might want to imagine, but his language, which is at once figurative and unstrained, is not only pleasurable to read, but also funny. His clever use of rhyme has something to do with this—“relax” and “piggy backs” being especially effective.


A. E. Stallings has a lighter touch, but she too is interested in the dogginess of dogs. In the final poem in this anthology she imagines a dog from ancient Greece, finding it no different from any other, even as it is ferried across the River Styx by Charon:




In the press for the ferry, who will lift her into the boat?


Will she cower under the pier and be forgotten,


Forever howling and whimpering, tail tucked under?


What stranger pays her passage? (here)





And with that, Stallings gives flesh to what was no more than a skeleton; the dog becomes real because of the way it is characterized. “Will she cower under the pier and be forgotten”? The dog’s behavior in the face of the unknown is true to our experience of dogs—and that’s what Stallings needs to give depth to her conception.




A shake as she scrambles ashore sets the beads jingling.


And then, that last, tense moment—touching noses


Once, twice, three times, with unleashed Cerberus. (here)





Stallings has watched dogs closely and noted how they touch noses on meeting, so she imagines her dog greeting each of Cerberus’s three heads. That’s a touch of genius. Not only is it true, it is also very funny.


When poets describe dogs truthfully, it’s almost impossible not to be drawn in by their otherness, yet the paradox is that all good dog poems are essentially about us, not them. And great poets seem instinctively to understand how dogs reflect our fears, obsessions, and needs. Perhaps that’s why I credit the poets who synthesize the canine perspective most persuasively, even as they write about themselves.


Footnotes


1 Dogfighting is legal in Japan and in some parts of Russia; though illegal in most other countries, underground dogfights occur throughout much of Latin America, eastern Europe, Pakistan, Britain, and the United States.


2 stern tail


3 come related


4 bear away the bell beat the others


5 neat cows


6 fell fierce


7 brach bitch


8 passing exceeding


9 wight energetic


10 Cyrian from Cyprus


11 flewd lipped; gnoorring snarling


12 shyrle rough


13 mo more


14 kind lineage


15 tuneable musical
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