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from The Bradford Count










From the Irish




According to Dinneen, a Gael unsurpassed


in lexicographical enterprise, the Irish


for moon means “the white circle in a slice


of half-boiled potato or turnip”. A star


is the mark on the forehead of a beast


and the sun is the bottom of a lake, or well.


Well, if I say to you your face


is like a slice of half-boiled turnip,


your hair is the colour of a lake’s bottom


and at the centre of each of your eyes


is the mark of the beast, it is because


I want to love you properly, according to Dinneen.













from After Poggio


for Peter Porter




1 Sayings


Alto the Mad was once playing on his flute —


‘hanging from the noose’ as Romans say —


when a wind flattened the reeds at his feet.


Alto bent too and sang over where they lay,


“I should bow to you, true masters of Rome!”


He raised his flute and again began playing.


A child then burst his kidney with a stone.


His last words too are now a Roman saying.


2 Rodi’s Accommodation


Antonio Rodi, a Minorite staying over at Jesi,


asked to say mass, announced as his homily


‘Jesus Who Miraculously Fed Five Hundred’.


Convinced the visiting priest had blundered,


Rodi’s acolyte whispered, “Five thousand!


It’s called The Feeding of the Five Thousand!”


But Rodi just snarled at him, “Die on a sword!


Even now half of them don’t believe a word!”


Jesi was notorious for the scepticism of its townspeople.


3 Civic Duties


One day, a Venetian and a Florentine


waiting to denounce a peace-speaker


before the High Court of Morals, bicker


about the excise on each other’s wine,


access to the sea, the Milanese Pact —


“We fight only that Florence might be free.”


“Free from honour! Milan is wrecked.


Our common cause is made on treachery.”


In this war it was a capital offence to speak of peace in public.


4 Sport with a Servant


A company of Florentine merchants


shared wine at the Cardinal’s palace,


playing the game which was to guess


for famous people new incarnations —


Ridolfo as goat, Dante as a termite —


they asked a servant of the house


one for Lorenzo. “A melon,” he smiled.


“You all queue now to smell his arse!”


In Florence they test a melon’s freshness by smelling its rear end.












Fundamentals




Brethren, I know that many of you have come here today


because your Chief has promised any non-attender


that he will stake him out, drive tent-pegs through his anus


and sell his wives and children to the Portuguese.


As far as possible, I want you to put that from your minds.


Today, I want to talk to you about the Christian God.


In many respects, our Christian God is not like your God.


His name, for example, is not also our word for rain.


Neither does it have for us the connotation ‘sexual intercourse’.


And although I call him ‘holy’ (we call Him ‘Him’, not ‘It’,


even though we know He is not a man and certainly not a woman)


I do not mean, as you do, that He is fat like a healthy cow.


Let me make this clear. When I say, “God is good”, “God is everywhere”,


it is not because He is exceptionally fat. “God loves you”


does not mean what warriors do to spear-carriers on campaign.


It means He feels for you like your mother or your father —


yes I know Father Smith loved a son he bought like warriors


love spear-carriers on campaign — that’s Sin and it comes later.


From today, I want you to remember just three simple things:


our God is different from your God, our God is better than your God


and my wife doesn’t like it when you watch her go to the toilet.


Grasp them and you have grasped the fundamentals of salvation.


Baptisms start at sundown but before then, as arranged,


how to strip, clean and re-sight a breech-loading Martini-Henry.












Patriot Game




Being still attached to his cap


after he was shot, his friends


who shot him buried it decently


under a may tree by the old bath


horses came to drink from until,


fearing that the pigs in their grief


would snuffle too long by its grave,


they dug it up again themselves


and sent it to his other friends


who’d buried all the rest of him


with a cortège of gun carriages


borrowed from their ancient foe


to shell the friends who shot him


(using the dumdum bullets


stolen from their ancient foe)


which started this whole pantomime,


him wearing that cap of his,


old friends of his shooting at it.












Water Clock




Through the glass of his water clock


Conrad of Megenberg reflected on


the weeping crocodiles of torchlight


that crawled across his window pane


then fell, the adulterers face-down,


perjurers on one side, fingers raised —


“Had it not been for our contrition


all Christendom had met perdition!”


What he took for rosaries were whips.


“This plague is of promiscuous effect;


it cannot therefore be God’s work . . .”


he scratched in his Book of Nature:


“some blame the Jews, which is illogic:


their Viennese dead put out the stars.”


The clock dipped. He put fists of aloe,


calamite and storax on the open fire.


Conrad thought, but did not write,


“Here we spit our Jews and lepers,


Cyprus Arabs, Narbonne English:


all waste the best plague preserves


and herb true-love will not restore it,


nor hedge-mustard save one lost voice.”


His front door banged and he started,


spilling the time from his water clock.












Splenditello




A Prayer from Vellano


I, Guliano Carlini, third-richest man


in Vellano, this Apennine scurf-edge


of a miserable mountaintop village,


which is scoffed at even in Uzzano,


which is rich only in undowried girls,


where witches assail our children


or take them to leave changelings


as half-witted as the Uzzano elders;


I do promise and avow, Madonna,


I will make my house your shrine


and name my daughter Benedetta,


blessed, to be herself a hymn to you


if you will let her now draw a breath,


whose long birth the midwife botched,


a witch who has lain with seven devils;


if you will intercede for me with Jesus


to save my own first child, my daughter,


so I will hire for her the best wet-nurses,


and raise her to read, write and number,


then give her grown to sing your mercy


in the best convent that I can ever afford,


perhaps even the grand one in Pescia.


I beg this from you as a desperate man,


Madonna, but not a faithless one —


you were ever the wall of the needy:


may I lean on you in this storm tonight!


Bartolomea’s Confession


When Benedetta married Jesus Christ,


He had designed the ceremony Himself:


the green altar cloth referred to her hope;


red silk flowers to her love; blue brocade


to the exertion of her mind on Paradise;


twelve gloves represented the apostles,


thirty-three candles His earthly years,


the largest two banded twice with gold


for His charity and the Madonna’s mercy.


The mud floor symbolised the rest of us.


But it was always me, poor Bartolomea


there for her visions of Splenditello,


and Bartolomea who held her palms


when they bled into her silkworkings;


Bartolomea who lay on His Sacred Heart


when it slid behind her ribs like a loaf;


who softened through practice with her


the gracelessness of her genuflection;


who smuggled in mortadella for her


when He demanded a longer fast;


who was loved by Christ or Satan


with her body, that rack of bones.


Christ. Satan. They piss in one pot.


Conversation of the Inquisitors


“Dear Christ, to make a mountain-girl Abbess!


She could read and kept the convent books.


Her visions were certainly good for business:


novitiates came there from all over Tuscany.


Much was harmless; saffron rings, foil stars,


a few self-inflicted wounds with fingernails;


some stolen incense . . .”


“. . . incense or mists from a woman’s heat?”


“The Liber Gomorrhianus is silent on that,


as you know is even the imaginative Dante.


No instruments were used. Both Fillucio


and Sinistrari rank it among the venial;


in Rome they like to call it ‘the mute sin’.


We are come above all else to crush


an embarrassment and, citing Aquinas


with Bartolomea’s interesting evidence,


we can press for St Theresa’s Solution.”


“I agree. Solitary confinement for life.”


A Prayer from Pescia


Most honourable Abbess, this respectful note


is borne by Piera, the eldest of my daughters,


for whom I and my family cherish the hope


that one day, your kindness will accept her


into the noble community of your convent.


You will understand therefore if I mention


the fifty scudi outstanding on your account,


it is only that you may consider it dowry,


or, rather, a down-payment on her dowry,


and enter it as such in the correct ledger.


However, that is not to the point of this.


Last night, as I was repairing the clogs


delivered to me by your convent sisters


with the very best of the seasoned alder


I cut from the north bank of the Arno,


brushing one down to inspect its wear,


what I had not noticed immediately


because of my weak eyes and candles


was revealed in crusts of dried mud


hidden in the shallowest of etchings,


so fine as if made by a fingernail,


if such a thing could be possible.


They showed on each heel angels


with the sweetest, radiant faces —


whether boys’ or girls’, I cannot tell


but of a near-miraculous execution.


Abbess, Piera could take your veil


even today, to clear your account


and earn my unrepayable gratitude.


Gifts for you are waiting at the shrine.


I know that the Madonna will guide you,


as always, to reach the right decision.












Hosts




In a pious soup of dew from priests’ graves


that she’d been told cured every human ill,


Mary also swallowed churchyard beetle eggs,


in time bringing up live theophagous larvae


nurtured by her immaculate misconceptions


and transubstantiated hosts, her main food,


being a poor countrywoman during blight.


Eventually, pressure from the parish priest


forced her to dose regularly with turpentine:


if the grubs were aborted, she nursed ulcers,


while her urine retained a fragrance of violets


according to scientific experts like Dr Hunter,


who’d robbed the Irish Giant of his skeleton


(and hope of heaven), bribing the undertaker.


Later, until Hunter’s fiancée raised objections,


his cultivated colonies of syphilis on grafts,


harvested from the corpse of a lost prostitute,


burned across his well-fed body like a famine.












Fatras Baton




The sugar falls like black snow on Noé


by where Mackandal the Poisoner


was burnt and burst from his stake.


Napoleon’s new Commissioner,


the insane Sonthonax, is white


yet incites d’occos to slaughter whites.


Our Black Spartacus, l’Ouverture,


protects us, but grows smoky-haired with age.


(Napoleon has marked him for exile.)


The English say we French must like burnt sugar


in our coffee. I toast their officers


from our very best Jacobite glass.


My darling, I write under a bad turn of the moon.


Kiss the children for me. If I should not return


claim compensation. Burn the punishment books.












The Badly-Loved




Apollinaire


No man was good enough to be my father;


the Registrar of Bastards being up to D


my mother called me Kostrowitzky,


but at Neugluck, hard by the Seven Mountains,


downstream from the miraculous head,


I became its namesake, the poet that I am.


Neugluck! The fish-skinned Vicomtesse designed it,


her pumpernickel velvety with ergot, the day


her father’s boarhounds ate their doll’s house.


She loved me deeply, as did they all,


but I had chosen the English governess


with her Virgin-of-the-Bean blue eyes,


those eye-pods the colour of Egyptian lentils


and that tongue, a royal barge of Carthage


flaming behind the white cities of her teeth.


Our words poured like honey from a madman’s tongue,


pledges of the flesh redeemed by starlight.


At times I left her speechless with my dash —


as on Drachenfels where Siegfried conquered.
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