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          Hey diddle diddle,




          the cat and the fiddle,




          the cow jumped over the moon.




          The little dog laughed




          to see such sport




          and the dish ran away with the spoon.


        


      


    


  




  ‘I want a lump in his throat to obstruct the wisecrack.’




  

    VLADIMIR NABOKOV (1899–1977) on being asked what he would like to hear an astronaut say when landing on the moon for the

    first time


  




  ‘Don’t let’s ask for the moon – we have the stars.’




  

    BETTE DAVIS as Charlotte Vale in the film Now, Voyager
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  Introduction




  From the ‘silver face’ of Sappho’s moon to the ‘pert peering creature’ of Alice Oswald’s, the moon has always been, and always will be, the

  supremely prized image for poets – a mirror to reflect the poetic imagination; language’s human smile against death’s darkness. As the twelfth-century Japanese poet Kojiju

  wrote:




  

    

      

        

          Merely to know




          The Flawless Moon dwells pure




          In the human heart




          Is to find the Darkness of the night




          Vanished under clearing skies.


        


      


    


  




  I began to assemble this anthology of lunar poems after editing Answering Back, in which living poets replied to poems from the past. I was astonished to see how many of those poems,

  though crossing centuries, referred, above all, to the moon. Although there are well over one hundred poems in To the Moon, there could easily have been double or treble that amount and I

  hope that the reader who enjoys the selection here will, over time, slip their own choices between its pages: moon scraps. The best anthologist, after all, is the reader of poetry. The earliest

  poem here was written around 600 BC, the latest in our own twenty-first century, and there is something intensely moving in the recurring picture of the poet, the pen, the

  poem, the constant moon, over what suddenly seems a vulnerably short span of time. We move, for example, from Sappho’s girls dancing under the ‘low full moon’ to Archibald

  MacLeish’s ‘Voyage to the Moon’ in only eighty poems – poems written in exile, in love, in despair, in wartime, in wonder and enquiry, in all our human conditions. What we

  have here, as Thomas Hardy writes in ‘To the Moon’, is ‘the human tune’. Tu Fu sang it in the eighth century just as marvellously as the Poet Laureate Ted Hughes did in the

  twentieth.




  When astronauts from the USA first landed and walked on the surface of the moon, forty years ago on 21 July 1969, not every poet was best pleased at the playing of golf and the planting of the

  Stars and Stripes on such a poetically sacred symbol. To some, it seemed like a trespass of the imagination itself. ‘Unsmudged, thank God,’ wrote W. H. Auden, ‘My Moon still

  queens the heavens’ – that ‘my’ revealing the poet’s possessiveness of the earth’s smitten satellite. Since then, of course, science and poetry are closer, more

  mutually sympathetic, and poets are already seeking new ways, through dialogue with scientists, to respond to the awesome ecological challenges of this century.




  The unifying theme of To the Moon gives us a real sense of our time on this planet. Poems from centuries past gain freshness, as though they were only written yesterday, and show us not

  only our distance from, but our closeness to the past:




  

    

      

        

          I climbed the hill just as the new moon showed,




          I saw him coming on the southern road.




          My heart lays down its load.


        


      


    


  




  These lines from the Chinese Book of Odes, written around 500 BC, measure also our distance from, and closeness to, the moon. In doing so, they

  reveal to us, like all the poems here, how much we share and have shared on this planet we inhabit. Poetry, like the moon itself, sheds a unique light on our lives on this earth.








  

     

  




  The Moon




  

    

      The Stars about the lovely moon




      Fade back and vanish very soon,




      When, round and full, her silver face




      Swims into sight, and lights all space.


    


  




  

    SAPPHO (c. 610–570 BC)




    

      Translated by Edwin Arnold


    


  




  

     

  




  Full Moon




  

    

      Off in the twilight hung the low full moon,




      And all the women stood before it grave,




      As round an altar. Thus at holy times




      The Cretan damsels dance melodiously




      With delicate feet about the sacrifice,




      Trampling the tender bloom of the soft grass.


    


  




  

    SAPPHO (c. 610–570 BC)




    

      Translated by William Ellery Leonard


    


  




  

     

  




  The Morning Glory




  

    

      The morning glory climbs above my head,




      Pale flowers of white and purple, blue and red.




      I am disquieted.




      Down in the withered grasses something stirred;




      I thought it was his footfall that I heard.




      Then a grasshopper chirred.




      I climbed the hill just as the new moon showed,




      I saw him coming on the southern road.




      My heart lays down its load.


    


  




  

    from the Shi King or Book of Odes, compiled c. 500 BC




    

      Translated by Helen Waddell


    


  




  

     

  




  Flowers and Moonlight on the Spring River




  

    

      The evening river is level and motionless –




      The spring colours just open to their full.




      Suddenly a wave carries the moon away




      And the tidal water comes with its freight of stars.


    


  




  

    YANG-TI (569–618)




    

      Translated by Arthur Waley


    


  




  

     

  




  Full Moon




  

    

      Isolate and full, the moon




      Floats over the house by the river.




      Into the night the cold water rushes away below the gate.




      The bright gold spilled on the river is never still.




      The brilliance of my quilt is greater than precious silk.




      The circle without blemish.




      The empty mountains without sound.




      The moon hangs in the vacant, wide constellations.




      Pine cones drop in the old garden.




      The senna trees bloom.




      The same clear glory extends for ten thousand miles.


    


  




  

    TU FU (712–770)




    

      Translated by Kenneth Rexroth


    


  




  

     

  




  Moonlit Night




  

    

      In Fuzhou, far away, my wife is watching




      The moon alone tonight, and my thoughts fill




      With sadness for my children, who can’t think




      Of me here in Changan; they’re too young still.




      Her cloud-soft hair is moist with fragrant mist.




      In the clear light her white arms sense the chill.




      When will we feel the moonlight dry our tears,




      Leaning together on our window-sill?


    


  




  

    TU FU (712–770)




    

      Translated by Vikram Seth


    


  




  

     

  




  Living in the Summer Mountains




  

    

      I have moved to this home of Immortals.




      Wild shrubs bloom everywhere.




      In the front garden, trees




      Spread their branches for clothes racks.




      I sit on a mat and float wine cups




      In the cool spring.




      Beyond the window railing




      A hidden path leads away




      Into the dense bamboo grove.




      In a gauze dress




      I read among my disordered




      Piles of books.




      I take a leisurely ride




      In the painted boat,




      And chant poems to the moon.




      I drift at ease, for I know




      The soft wind will blow me home.


    


  




  

    YU HSUAN-CHI (843–868)




    

      Translated by Kenneth Rexroth and Ling Chung


    


  




  

     

  




  Riddle




  

    

      A curious and wonderful creature I saw,




      – bright air-grail, brave artefact –




      homing from a raid with its haul of silver




      brimming precarious crescent horns.




      To build itself a hideaway up in the city,




      a room in a tower, timbered with art,




      was all it aimed at, if only it might.




      Then over the wall rose a wonder familiar




      to the earth race, to everyone known.




      It gathered to itself the hoard, and to its home drove off




      that unhappy outcast. Onward it coursed,




      wandered westward with wasting heart.




      Dust rose to the skies, dew fell to the earth,




      night was no more. No man knew




      along what ways it wandered after.


    


  




  

    ANON. (c. 960)




    

      Translated by Michael Alexander


    


  




  

     

  




  Although the Wind




  

    

      Although the wind




      blows terribly here,




      the moonlight also leaks




      between the roof planks




      of this ruined house.


    


  




  

    LADY IZUMI SHIKIBU (c. 970–1030)




    

      Translated by Jane Hirshfield and Mariko Aratani


    


  




  

     

  




  Moon, Flowers, Man




  

    

      I raise my cup and invite




      The moon to come down from the




      Sky. I hope she will accept






      Me. I raise my cup and ask




      The branches, heavy with flowers,




      To drink with me. I wish them




      Long life and promise never




      To pick them. In company




      With the moon and the flowers,




      I get drunk, and none of us




      Ever worries about good




      Or bad. How many people




      Can comprehend our joy? I




      Have wine and moon and flowers.




      Who else do I want for drinking companions?


    


  




  

    SU TUNG-P’O (1036–1101)




    

      Translated by Kenneth Rexroth


    


  




  

     

  




  On the Spirit of the Heart as Moon-Disk




  

    

      Merely to know




      The Flawless Moon dwells pure




      In the human heart




      Is to find the Darkness of the night




      Vanished under clearing skies.


    


  




  

    KOJIJU (1121–1201)




    

      Translated by Edwin A. Cranston


    


  




  

     

  




  Night Thoughts




  

    

      I cannot sleep. The long, long




      Night is full of bitterness.




      I sit alone in my room,




      Beside a smoky lamp.




      I rub my heavy eyelids




      And idly turn the pages




      Of my book. Again and again




      I trim my brush and stir the ink.




      The hours go by. The moon comes




      In the open window, pale




      And bright like new money.




      At last I fall asleep and




      I dream of the days on the




      River at Tsa-feng, and the




      Friends of my youth in Yen Chao.




      Young and happy we ran




      Over the beautiful hills.




      And now the years have gone by,




      And I have never gone back.


    


  




  

    LU YU (1125–1209)




    

      Translated by Kenneth Rexroth


    


  




  

     

  




  Evening on the Mountain: Song to the Moon in a Well




  1.




  

    Blue water ripples the well at the corner of the mossy rock.




    The new moon is beautifully etched therein.




    I scoop out some water but only half a shadow enters my jar.




    I fear I’ll bring only half the golden mirror home.


  




  

    2.


  




  

    A mountain monk coveted the moon;




    he drew water, a whole jar full;




    but when he reached his temple, he discovered




    that tilting the jar meant spilling the moon.


  




  

    YI KYUBO (1168–1241)




    

      Translated by Kevin O’Rourke


    


  




  

     

  




  The Neglected Wife




  

    

      One moon of joy I knew,




      And in the waning radiance of that moon




      I gave you a folding fan.




      Your love was lighter than the fragrant wind




      Stirred by these sticks of carven sandalwood.




      The moon sank down behind the city wall.




      How bitter was the wine we drank at dawn!




      Soon came the whisper of a silken shirt.




      Soon came the perfume of a jasmine flower.




      Swiftly for you there rose another moon.




      Your new wife’s face is like a jasmine petal




      And like a fallen petal it will fade




      After the moon goes down.




      I think you do not know how cruel you are,




      But why was your parting gift to me




      Another folding fan?


    


  




  

    YI TALCH’UNG (c. 1385)




    

      Translated by Jean S. Grigsby


    


  




  

     

  




  Mad Song




  

    or, Tom O’Bedlam’s Song


  




  

    

      From the hag and hungry goblin




      That into rags would rend ye,




      All the spirits that stand




      By the naked man




      In the book of moons, defend ye,




      That of your five sound senses




      You never be forsaken,




      Nor wander from




      Yourselves with Tom




      Abroad to beg your bacon.




      With a thought I took for Maudlin,




      And a cruse of cockle pottage,




      With a thing thus tall,




      Sky bless you all,




      I befell into this dotage.




      I slept not since the Conquest,




      Till then I never waked,




      Till the roguish boy




      Of love where I lay




      Me found and stript me naked.




      The moon’s my constant mistress,




      And the lonely owl my marrow;




      The flaming drake




      And the night-crow make




      Me music to my sorrow.




      I know more than Apollo,




      For oft, when he lies sleeping,




      I see the stars




      At mortal wars




      In the wounded welkin weeping.




      The moon embrace her shepherd,




      And the queen of love her warrior,




      While the first doth horn




      The star of morn,




      And the next the heavenly farrier.




      With an host of furious fancies,




      Wherof I am commander,




      With a burning spear




      And a horse of air




      To the wilderness I wander;




      By a knight of ghosts and shadows




      I summoned am to tourney




      Ten leagues beyond




      The wide world’s end –




      Methinks it is no journey.
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