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To the next generation


“The race of men


Is like the generations of the leaves —


They fall in autumn to return in spring”


— Homer







   




Introduction



The French expression feu de joie refers to a military celebration when all the riflemen of a regiment fire one shot after another, in close succession: ideally the sound should be continuous, like a drum-roll. I first saw a feu de joie performed at an Australian Army Tattoo, in the main arena at the Sydney Showground, while I was still in short trousers. Later on, when I was doing National Service in longer trousers, I saw the ceremony performed again, on the parade ground in Ingleburn, New South Wales, in 1958. Symbolically, the fire of joy is a reminder that the regiment’s collective power relies on the individual, and vice versa.


Imprinted on my mind, the succession of explosions became for me an evocation of the heritage of English poets and poetry, from Chaucer onwards. It still strikes me as a handy metaphor for the poetic succession, especially because, in the feu de joie, nobody got hurt. It was all noise: and noise, I believe, is the first and last thing that poetry is. If a poem doesn’t sound compelling, it won’t continue to exist. This is an especially important thing to say in the present era, when the pseudo-modernist idea still persists that there might be something sufficiently fascinating about the way that words are arranged on the page.


The main purpose of this book, then, is to provide ammunition that will satisfy the reader’s urge to get on his or her feet and declaim. Even the most shy young people, in my experience, have this desire, although they might suppress it for fear of making clowns of themselves. With a poem the most important thing is the way it sounds when you say it. At that rate even the most elementary nursery rhyme has it all over the kind of overstuffed epic that needs ten pages of notes for every page of text, and reduces all who read it to paralysed slumber – or even worse, to a bogus admiration.


My understanding of what a poem is has been formed over a lifetime by the memory of the poems I love; the poems, or fragments of poems, that got into my head seemingly of their own volition, despite all the contriving powers of my natural idleness to keep them out. I discovered early on that a scrap of language can be like a tune in that respect: it gets into your head no matter what. In fact, I believe that is the true mark of poetry: you remember it despite yourself.


The Italians have a word for the store of poems you have in your head: a gazofilacio. To the English ear it might sound like an inadvisable amatory practice involving gasoline, but in its original language it actually means a treasure chamber of the mind. The poems I remember are the milestones marking the journey of my life. And unlike paintings, sculptures or passages of great music, they do not outstrip the scope of memory, but are the actual thing, incarnate.


With the contagious crackle of the feu de joie still rattling in my ears, let me flash back to Opportunity School at Hurstville, Sydney, whose supposedly playful regime was symbolised by its rule that every pupil, at the end of the day, had to stand beside his desk and recite a memorised poem before he was allowed to go home. It was a fantastic combination of Parnassus and a maximum-security prison. I usually managed to get an Early Mark, not just because my memory was good, but because I was lucky in the draw, being assigned poems that were hard to forget. The remarkable thing, I suppose, is not that I memorised a few poems, but that I never forgot them. Perhaps because the reward for success was freedom, I thought of poetry, forever afterwards, as my ticket out: the equivalent of hiding in the laundry in the truck out of the prison camp. When I am busy with the eternal task of memorising chunks of Milton, I can hear the sirens as I escape through the woods outside the wire of Stalag Luft III. For me poetry means freedom. Even today, in fact especially today, when the ruins of my very body are the prison, poetry is my way through the wire and out into the world.


Later on, during my first year as an Arts student at Sydney University, the excellent lecturers in English heavily emphasised the truism that English poetry had not started from nowhere and from nothing, but had started in England at the time of Chaucer. This was an especially important idea to absorb when you could practically hear the Pacific surf crashing on the beach only a mile or two from the lecture room. The key notion was one of development: poetry from Chaucer onwards had been written by people who had read the poets who came before them. It was a story of someone writing something wonderful, and someone else coming along, reading it, and feeling impelled to write something even more wonderful. Even behind Chaucer there might have been another poet (I privately called him Robin Rimefellow) who invented the couplet, or anyway at least half of it.


I met actual living poets during the first week at university. They were fellow students. By the second week, I too was wearing a long scarf, baggy khaki drills, the soft desert boots that were called brothel-creepers, and carrying an armful of books by Ezra Pound. I decided to become a poet, although there was nothing bold about this decision, as it was already clear, even to me, that I was useless for anything else. The poet, in my view, is the kind of time-waster who thinks he is doing something crucial with the time he wastes: steering it towards eternity perhaps, or getting an Early Mark.


Smart teachers view the young poets with despair, but even smarter teachers realise there is something essential about them. If a university does not produce the occasional eloquent skiver, or unquenchably verbal time-waster, it is not fulfilling its true end. Almost all universities will somehow enforce the requirement for the student to study poetry, but they couldn’t enforce the creation of it even if they had tyrannical powers. Although we, the poets, pursued the common fantasy that we were somehow cooperating in an eternal creative venture, we were competing like hell: a microcosm of the perpetual poetic desire to cap the other guy’s effort with something even better.


That line of fire that continues past you, leading into the distance, is as bound to continue as you are not. Creativity is the great mystery. Anyone can be destructive, but the capacity to build something will go on being the great human surprise. The flashing fires of the poems we can’t help remembering are clear proof of that.











   




Rules on Reading Aloud





	Go more slowly than you think you need to. It’s because you’re ahead of yourself that you stumble.



	In any regular stanza, pause for the length of a comma at the end of the line to indicate that the line is turning over. If there is already a comma there, pause for the length of two commas. Pause also for two comma lengths at the end of any line ending with a semi-colon, colon or full stop. Pause for at least three comma lengths between stanzas. Don’t be afraid about the pauses losing you the audience. The impetus of the line will keep them listening, whereas a stumble from too much gabble will very soon make them wonder why they didn’t stay at home and watch television.



	Keep your voice up towards the end of the line. There is no point starting a line strongly if you swallow the end of it, and you are more likely to swallow it if you assume that the audience already knows what you are about to say. The audience is not psychic.



	No amount of vocal beauty will compensate for the unfortunate fact that you have no idea what the poem means. Figure it out before you start.



	If you are reading in public, with a microphone, make sure you attend the microphone test, even if it takes place hours before. Nothing ruins a reading more thoroughly than a lot of bang-thump-bang-thump-sorry. Once you are in front of the microphone and speaking, it isn’t necessary to ask the audience if they can hear you. If they can’t, they will tell you.



	Linking patter breaks the mood. Keep it to a minimum, keep it factual and follow the rule of never underestimating the intelligence of the audience, while never overestimating what they know. Don’t upstage your own poetry by making the prose commentary more relaxed and inventive than the poem.















   




Western Wind



ANONYMOUS





Western wind when wilt thou blow


that the small rain down can rain.


Christ, if my love were in my arms


and I in my bed again.
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Nobody knows who wrote it, but that in itself could be stated as an ideal of English poetry: the best poems seem all to have been written by the one sensitive, sensible personality. Even the extravagant poets like Milton, Swinburne and Hopkins don’t stray all that far from ordinary language, and what makes them poetic is their vision more than their quirky diction.


Back beyond Chaucer, who can be said to have started the fashion for poets having names, this poem must have got into the heads of everyone who heard it. Probably it still does.


My guess is that it was written by a woman. One assumes, here, that the narrator and the poet are one and the same, but the assumption seems fair, unless there were already poets on council grants wandering around and observing women in a local setting. And if it was composed by a woman, she wasn’t the lady of a grand house; she’s out there in the weather. What can get her warm again? Enter the lover. This neat little poem is packed with drama, like a tiny purse full of gold. One way or another, most good poems do have drama. And usually the story is the first thing to look for. There are famous poems that have no story but they are getting closer to being just words, which is always a dangerous lure for a poet. If poetry were just words almost anyone could do it.


This poem loses nothing by being anonymous. Sometimes I think of it as having been written by myself, halfway up an orchard ladder, and shivering in a pair of self-darned tights.









   




They Flee From Me



SIR THOMAS WYATT
1535




They flee from me that sometime did me seek


With naked foot, stalking in my chamber.


I have seen them gentle, tame, and meek,


That now are wild and do not remember


That sometime they put themself in danger


To take bread at my hand; and now they range,


Busily seeking with a continual change.


Thanked be fortune it hath been otherwise


Twenty times better; but once in special,


In thin array after a pleasant guise,


When her loose gown from her shoulders did fall,


And she me caught in her arms long and small;


Therewithal sweetly did me kiss


And softly said, ‘Dear heart, how like you this?’


It was no dream: I lay broad waking.


But all is turned thorough my gentleness


Into a strange fashion of forsaking;


And I have leave to go of her goodness,


And she also, to use newfangleness.


But since that I so kindly am served


I would fain know what she hath deserved.
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From the sheer delicious sound of its opening lines, the poem equals the visual charm of a courtly young man painted in miniature by Hilliard, but the poem soon turns out to be quite hard to say. Wyatt was an important pioneer of the Petrarchan sonnet in English. This, however, is not a sonnet (it’s an extravaganza in the style known as ‘rhyme royal’) though it might pass for a sonnet if the last stanza were removed. Such a truncation, however, would remove a highly interesting development, and anyway it would not do anything to give the second last line of the second stanza the fifth beat it is missing, and which it needs in order to be smoothly said.


From the formal viewpoint, then, the poem is best regarded initially as a collection of pretty lines, and some of them pretty marvellous: so marvellous, in fact, that it speaks to anyone, no matter what gender they are, who has been taught bitter lessons by love. In the poem, however, it’s definitely a bloke, and he’s on the ropes.


The women in the poem are upmarket. The ‘thin array’ was a social signifier at a time of coarse cloth and sumptuary laws, and the arms long and small indicate a delicacy and refinement of a social world from which our swain would not wish to be cast down. One of the women, in particular – the ‘once in special’ angel of the second stanza – can be quickly apprehended as a woman powerful enough to make her favour a blessing if she hands it out, and a disaster if she withdraws it. The third stanza proves that she has withdrawn it, and left him sick enough to toy with fancies of revenge.


But he is only thinking that: because if the mere existence of the poem proves that he is troubled, the language in which it is written proves him gentle. Too gentle, perhaps: in the third stanza we discover that his finer feelings might have worked against his interests, and doomed him to ‘a strange fashion of forsaking’: every man’s suspicion, from that day to this, that the love-spell can be dispelled by too much pondering on the event. Men who have lost the game through their stupidity often prefer to believe that they lost it through their decency. Shakespeare condensed all shades of that disappointment into Henry V’s great observation, in Act V Scene 2 of his play, that these fellows who rhyme their way into a lady’s favour do often reason themselves out again.


This is a lot to pick up on a first reading, especially when the wording is seductive enough to ensure that every reading is a first reading. When I first read the poem, in Sydney in the late 1950s, I was stopped almost straight away by the combination in the second line of ‘with naked foot’ and ‘stalking in my chamber’. Wyatt couldn’t have been thinking, as I immediately did, about a stalking leopard from Mogambo or Where No Vultures Fly, but he was certainly thinking about lending power to the naked foot: so the polarity of the narrator’s attitude towards the objects of his desire is already there in the first instance. He might want them, but a lot might depend on whether they want him.


I myself, at that stage of my life, was still in the painful process of finding out that women do the deciding, so that this poem was part of my education; and I could tell it was, even at the time. That tone of voice, the tone of tutelary experience, runs right through English literature. Philip Larkin in his late middle age was still haunted by ‘the wonderful feel of girls’. He didn’t say the wonderful feel of women. But he didn’t mind about being politically incorrect, and anyway he was harking back to childhood – which is the framework into which love puts you, aching for comfort.









   




Elegy



CHIDIOCK TICHBORNE
1586




My prime of youth is but a frost of cares,


My feast of joy is but a dish of paine,


My crop of corne is but a field of tares,


And al my good is but vaine hope of gaine.


The day is past, and yet I saw no sunne,


And now I live, and now my life is done.


My tale was heard, and yet it was not told,


My fruite is falne, & yet my leaves are greene:


My youth is spent, and yet I am not old,


I saw the world, and yet I was not seene.


My thred is cut, and yet it is not spunne,


And now I live, and now my life is done.


I sought my death, and found it in my wombe,


I lookt for life, and saw it was a shade:


I trod the earth, and knew it was my tombe,


And now I die, and now I was but made.


My glasse is full, and now my glasse is runne,


And now I live, and now my life is done.
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The first word for this poem is ‘fantastic’. Chidiock Tichborne was either only twenty-eight when he was executed for his part in the Babington Plot to assassinate Elizabeth I, or else even younger. He wrote this poem just before he died. Dr Johnson said that when a man knows he is about to die, it concentrates the mind wonderfully. I am bound to say that I have found the opposite. The prospect of my own oblivion helped give me some perspective on just what Chidiock Tichborne achieved during his brief but final time in the Tower.


He did it with extreme simplicity of language, as if determined to avoid the metaphysical complexity that was already fashionable. John Donne, for example, might have taken a longer and more twisty path towards clarity. But there is a lot of argument packed into the line about the leaves still being green although the fruit is fallen; it’s a perfect way of saying that your life is over before it has begun. ‘My thred is cut, and yet it is not spunne’ might or might not be an allusion to the three Fates of Greek myth, but it is certainly a chilling way of saying that the speaker is finished before he starts. The true miracle of the poem is that he could see all that and say all that with the axe hanging over his head. Or in fact, something much worse than an axe. They were terrible times, but somehow they produced a purity of language like this.









   




The Lie



SIR WALTER RALEIGH
1592–4




Go, soul, the body’s guest,


Upon a thankless errand;


Fear not to touch the best;


The truth shall be thy warrant.


Go, since I needs must die,


And give the world the lie.


Say to the court, it glows


And shines like rotten wood;


Say to the church, it shows


What’s good, and doth no good.


If church and court reply,


Then give them both the lie.


Tell potentates, they live


Acting by others’ action;


Not loved unless they give,


Not strong but by a faction.


If potentates reply,


Give potentates the lie.


Tell men of high condition,


That manage the estate,


Their purpose is ambition,


Their practice only hate.


And if they once reply,


Then give them all the lie.


Tell them that brave it most,


They beg for more by spending,


Who, in their greatest cost,


Seek nothing but commending.


And if they make reply,


Then give them all the lie.


Tell zeal it wants devotion;


Tell love it is but lust;


Tell time it is but motion;


Tell flesh it is but dust.


And wish them not reply,


For thou must give the lie.


Tell age it daily wasteth;


Tell honour how it alters;


Tell beauty how she blasteth;


Tell favour how it falters.


And as they shall reply,


Give every one the lie.


Tell wit how much it wrangles


In tickle points of niceness;


Tell wisdom she entangles


Herself in overwiseness.


And when they do reply,


Straight give them both the lie.


Tell physic of her boldness;


Tell skill it is pretension;


Tell charity of coldness;


Tell law it is contention.


And as they do reply,


So give them still the lie.


Tell fortune of her blindness;


Tell nature of decay;


Tell friendship of unkindness;


Tell justice of delay.


And if they will reply,


Then give them all the lie.


Tell arts they have no soundness,


But vary by esteeming;


Tell schools they want profoundness,


And stand too much on seeming.


If arts and schools reply,


Give arts and schools the lie.


Tell faith it’s fled the city;


Tell how the country erreth;


Tell manhood shakes off pity;


Tell virtue least preferreth.


And if they do reply,


Spare not to give the lie.


So when thou hast, as I


Commanded thee, done blabbing –


Although to give the lie


Deserves no less than stabbing –


Stab at thee he that will,


No stab the soul can kill.
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The notion persists that Elizabeth I was in love with Sir Walter Raleigh. If she was, it was a tough love: she dumped him in the Tower and he was still there when her successor finally got around to killing him.


As he rotted in his cell, Raleigh would have been well justified in pointing out that he actually did do all those things: went to America, fought the Spanish Armada, brought back to the Queen some of her most precious treasures. Really, when you think of the track record of that useless bastard Essex . . .


Raleigh should have been royalty. His last letter to his wife, written in the Tower of London just before his execution, is proof of that. ‘Time and death call me away’: he could speak like a king. Instead, he was killed by one: though Raleigh had somehow survived being loved by Elizabeth, he could not survive the determination of James to execute him as a sop to the Spaniards. But even when he had seen the axe – ‘this is a sharp medicine’ – he was not unmanned by fear.


Indeed fear, if he felt it, seemed to make him even more of a man than he was. Like Chidiock Tichborne, well known for only one poem, Raleigh, well known for several poems even at the time, had the knack of keeping his mind in one piece even at the moment when it was about to be separated from the rest of his body.


In Raleigh’s youth, Ben Jonson was his tutor, but there are qualities of perception that no amount of tutoring can instil. That metaphor about the glow of rotting wood probably depends on a direct perception, although whether the perception happened in South America or in his backyard at home there is no telling.


Raleigh remains, to this day, one of the most daunting examples of the poet for whom poetry isn’t everything. We should note carefully, however, that he was technically meticulous when he wrote it. On the whole it’s probably more important to defeat the Spanish Armada, but that conclusion should perhaps not be reached too easily: it might be better to get your iambic trimeters in shape before the call to arms rings out in response to all those fires along the coast.









   




The expense of spirit in a waste of shame (Sonnet 129)



WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
1609




The expense of spirit in a waste of shame


Is lust in action; and till action, lust


Is perjured, murderous, bloody, full of blame,


Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust;


Enjoyed no sooner but despisèd straight:


Past reason hunted; and no sooner had,


Past reason hated, as a swallowed bait,


On purpose laid to make the taker mad:


Mad in pursuit, and in possession so;


Had, having, and in quest to have, extreme;


A bliss in proof, and proved, a very woe;


Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream.


All this the world well knows; yet none knows well


To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell.
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And down the road from Stratford came striding the man in tights. His career went on to prove that William Shakespeare had more on his mind than just sex, but he was sharp enough to notice from the beginning that for most people it was the consuming preoccupation. Even amongst the vast mass and variety of his work, the sheaf of sonnets stands out because passion is the subject – the passion between people, and not just the mere passion to conquer Scotland, rule Denmark, etc.


We can be sure about his detachment from the topic even though we can’t be quite sure about his sexual orientation. W.H. Auden, in his long introduction to his excellent edition of the Sonnets, boldly assumed that Shakespeare was gay, but Auden would have assumed that about ‘Slapsie’ Maxie Rosenbloom, who was still wrestling at Leichhardt Stadium in Sydney when I was a kid.


Remarkable for its technical assurance, this great sonnet is also remarkable for what it hasn’t got. It’s quite short of imagery: the madness-inducing bait, for example, is the most spectacular thing about it, and the bait just lies there. What drives the sonnet more than its pictures is its syntax. ‘Past reason hunted’ shades to ‘past reason hated’ like a champion skater turning on the spot. And at the end, ‘All this the world well knows; yet none knows well’ is a piece of symmetrical balancing that fairly aches to be released into the long relaxation of the last line.


After the virtuoso ending knocks us flat, it’s time to get back to the start and realise that there was nothing simple about that either. And now we ask the question, ‘What does it mean, exactly?’ Scholars have gone on arguing the point, but our first answer is hard to quell: something is being irretrievably expended here. There is no mention of babies, or even, particularly, of pleasure. There is just the evocation of a process, but somehow we are led to believe that it is the process of life. Shakespeare might dream of its being more than that but he knows that the dream is part of the process too.


The last couplet is built much more out of syntax than out of metaphor. There is a tendency on the part of some critics and scholars to find that Shakespeare’s clinching couplets are mere flourishes. So they often are, but no more so than a flourish with the hat as the actor steps elegantly backward from centre stage.


Note to reciters: there is an absolute necessity to pronounce the final ‘e’ in despisèd, otherwise the pentameter goes wrong.









   




Chorus Sacerdotum



FULKE GREVILLE
1609




O wearisome condition of humanity!


Born under one law, to another bound;


Vainly begot and yet forbidden vanity;


Created sick, commanded to be sound.


What meaneth nature by these diverse laws?


Passion and reason, self-division cause.


Is it the mark or majesty of power


To make offenses that it may forgive?


Nature herself doth her own self deflower


To hate those errors she herself doth give.


For how should man think that he may not do,


If nature did not fail and punish, too?


Tyrant to others, to herself unjust,


Only commands things difficult and hard,


Forbids us all things which it knows is lust,


Makes easy pains, unpossible reward.


If nature did not take delight in blood,


She would have made more easy ways to good.


We that are bound by vows and by promotion,


With pomp of holy sacrifice and rites,


To teach belief in good and still devotion,


To preach of heaven’s wonders and delights;


Yet when each of us in his own heart looks


He finds the God there, far unlike his books.
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When I arrived in Cambridge as an undergraduate, I was daunted to find myself compulsorily involved in a weekly practical-criticism class. At its first meeting the unseen text was this poem. By a remarkable stroke of luck, it was the only poem from the seventeenth century that I knew anything about, and I was even able to say the name of its author, Fulke Greville. Other students in the class, especially the Americans, were stunned. The lecturer taking the class went away with the illusion that I knew everything about the seventeenth century. In fact I barely knew that it followed the sixteenth century, but further study revealed that I had chosen my poem well.


The poem (which started life as a Chorus of Priests in Greville’s play Mustapha) is all argument. There’s scarcely an image in it. Usually felt as a deficiency, the absence of fantasy works in this poem as a pledge of dialectical seriousness. Every line is a quarrel, and every quarrel is a passage of action, so the whole thing is alive with conflict. Nowadays the conflict would be called the Human Condition – he seems to be in the process of inventing that deadly phrase in his very first line – but in those days there was still enough faith in belief, or belief in faith, to make it look like an urgent paradox that God’s commands were so hard to obey. The idea that men might make verbal music out of the difficulties He had created was, however, still quite new in the world. Thought in the form of music: the very idea of such a thing was a consolation, even when it revealed itself as a source of anguish.









   




The Sun Rising



JOHN DONNE
1633




Busy old fool, unruly sun,


Why dost thou thus,


Through windows, and through curtains call on us?


Must to thy motions lovers’ seasons run?


Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide


Late schoolboys, and sour prentices,


Go tell court huntsmen that the king will ride,


Call country ants to harvest offices;


Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime,


Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time.


Thy beams, so reverend and strong


Why shouldst thou think?


I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink,


But that I would not lose her sight so long;


If her eyes have not blinded thine,


Look, and tomorrow late, tell me,


Whether both th’Indias of spice and mine


Be where thou leftst them, or lie here with me.


Ask for those kings whom thou saw’st yesterday,


And thou shalt hear, All here in one bed lay.


She’s all states, and all princes, I,


Nothing else is.


Princes do but play us; compared to this,


All honour’s mimic, all wealth alchemy.


Thou, sun, art half as happy as we,


In that the world’s contracted thus.


Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be


To warm the world, that’s done in warming us.


Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere;


This bed thy centre is, these walls, thy sphere.
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Some of the knotty puzzles that were presented by the upsurge of metaphysical poetry are still being argued about centuries later, but Donne, than whom no one was knottier, wrote at least one poem, this one, which was plain sailing all the way. These walls are the world. A basic feeling of love, isn’t it? ‘She’s all states, and all Princes, I / Nothing else is.’ That notion gives her equal power: a charmingly humble moment from a poet more accustomed to giving orders.


There was some controversy about whether Donne was a Papist, but there is none at all about his stature as a poet: he was the top dog. The greatness of his stature is only emphasised by the fact that sometimes his imagery got out of hand. Reading another poem by him, ‘The Ecstasy’ (‘Our eye-beams twisted, and did thread / Our eyes upon one double string;’), lovers might balk. The more accurately visualised the more repellent it is. The eyeballs on strings idea was explained to us at length when we were students, but I didn’t like it then and I don’t like it now – as I would have told him at the time had I been there at his elbow. ‘Don’t forget that people see what you say. Do you really want those eyeballs bouncing around for all eternity?’ But he brushes me aside.











   




Love III



GEORGE HERBERT
1633




Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,


Guilty of dust and sin.


But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack


From my first entrance in,


Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning


If I lacked anything.


‘A guest,’ I answered, ‘worthy to be here’:


Love said, ‘You shall be he.’


‘I, the unkind, ungrateful? Ah, my dear,


I cannot look on thee.’


Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,


‘Who made the eyes but I?’


‘Truth, Lord; but I have marred them; let my shame


Go where it doth deserve.’


‘And know you not,’ says Love, ‘who bore the blame?’


‘My dear, then I will serve.’


‘You must sit down,’ says Love, ‘and taste my meat.’


So I did sit and eat.
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In the long eye of history, it might seem that the self-contained English poem had to recover its confidence after the cataclysmic outburst of Shakespearian drama, but in fact the tradition of the short lyric, as George Herbert’s teeming prolificacy proves, went on developing during Shakespeare’s theatrical reign. Shakespeare himself, as well as perfecting the form of the five-act play, gave a tremendous boost to the short lyric poem, by writing a whole batch of sonnets full of unbeatable intricacies of form and argument. But we weren’t there at the time, and if we had been, George Herbert might have appeared to us as a prodigy who was mapping out a new range for the short poem all by himself. Shakespeare had dialogues between kings, queens and usurpers. George Herbert had dialogues between himself and God.


In this encounter across a dining table, God is present, disguised as a concept: Love. Only later on in the poem does He appear as himself, at His full height of eloquence, and even then He is robed not so much in a panoply of glory as in an air of humility. It is hard not to think of Herbert’s attitude as that of a child being taught something necessary to do, but difficult to grasp, such as the necessity to put one’s toys away, and not leave the little red fire engine on the stairs so that the cleaner can step on it and plunge screaming to her death. God is the patient instructor.


Eventually God has implanted his whole message, and the narrator signs off on a brief encounter. Almost nothing has happened, except that everything has. God’s grace has been registered as a generosity. If this had been a restaurant, God would have paid the bill, but probably the encounter is happening at God’s house; somewhere not very pretentious perhaps, and certainly not lavish enough to merit description. The meal is just two people facing each other, except that one of them is a divinity. Herbert, the narrator, is mortal, except that he is more than mortal, after being so lavishly instructed. He has feasted on the instruction. It never hurts to be reminded that history consists largely of things that used to be different. Here we are given the transcript of an intricate, highly sophisticated mealtime conversation that all took place before the adoption of the fork.


Herbert was a prodigious inventor of poetic forms, but they were all self-contained. Except perhaps for ‘The Church Porch’, he wasn’t interested in any epic that he couldn’t get into a nutshell. The necessity to write a long poem either never occurred to him, or he deduced from his own proclivities that a long poem was exactly what his short poems were going to add up to. That indeed is the effect he gives.


Herbert’s poems amount to a collection of sub-atomic particles, simultaneously tiny but massive; with the epic sweep of a star system seen from a distance, but with the intricate compression and gravity of an atomic nucleus. (His own collective title for the products of his unique specificity of poetic scope was ‘The Temple’. But he could equally have called it ‘The Cyclotron’, ‘The Collider’ or ‘The Particle-Accelerator’. He was just a few hundred years too early for the descriptors that would have fitted.)


It would be easy to recommend fistfuls of other poems by Herbert. Perhaps the one that a reader should look at next is ‘The Flower’. Its form is tricky to the glance because of the way the short lines, and fragmentary lines, link up; but in fact the conversational flow is so simple to say that it falls naturally into one’s memory. And some of the ideas are so enchanting that you find yourself wondering why someone so talented did not write, say, five-act plays about mad kings. But perhaps he is doing something equally meritorious, and even equally comprehensive. ‘These are thy wonders, Lord of Love’. If he has not helped us see God, he has certainly helped us see flowers. Clear sight is no longer my great thing, but as I look out into the blur of my back garden, I can see them glowing.
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