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  Introduction




  When, in 1986, I decided it might be worth trying to keep some of my poems alive under the all-embracing title Other Passports, I gave that book an introduction which

  breathed intermittent fire. Behind the pyrotechnics, it was really a form of apology for blundering into territory already well marked out by figures whose credentials I knew to be in better shape.

  If the introduction to this volume turns out to sound less embattled, that will be because, although I have quite a few subsequently written poems to add, I feel less need to crack hardy about why

  I should want to do so. Other Passports surprised me by getting away with it. As the first paperback collection of contemporary verse that Picador ever published, it appeared in the airport

  bookshop spinners like any of my other books, or any books by any author sharing the same imprint. In such a context it had all the marks of a misjudged venture simply begging to be overlooked. But

  somehow it made its way, and eventually, over the course of about fifteen years, it sold out, leaving a gratifying space in the warehouse where there might well have been a hulking tumulus of

  printed paper slated for the pulp machine. The original Jonathan Cape hardback edition even got some favourable reviews, although all but the very best ones took it for granted that I was

  expressing myself in verse form only as a sideline to my other activities, most of them pretty reprehensible. I still had my face on screen a lot in those days, so it was axiomatic that the mind

  behind the face could only be playing with serious matters as a supplementary strand of entertainment.




  I was ready to go along with that, and still am. I still think that a career as a poet is the wrong idea for most people who write verse, because it can lead to a concern for the reputation, and

  hence to that unedifying process – be it ever so sedulous and even sacrificial – by which the output is kept up when a real inner need is lacking, and the Muse doubles as an inflatable

  doll. But the writer who confines himself to never writing a poem except to answer a specific impulse might have to resign himself to having no reputation at all, because he looks like a

  part-timer. His best course, I now think, is to take it on the chin. He should forget his pride and remember his privilege. With no established apparatus to speak for them, his poems will speak for

  themselves. If they don’t, he will have no ground to recoup before he tries again. If they do, it might be partly because nobody was expecting him to speak at all. At the pool table, the

  first weapon of the hustler is to look as if he does not belong.




  Sceptics will assuredly spot that a book called The Book of My Enemy is a naked attempt to co-opt the notoriety that accrued to my poem ‘The Book of My Enemy has Been

  Remaindered’. No doubt because of the intensities of cynicism, envy and hatred that it allegedly revealed, that poem was much anthologized in both Britain and Australia, and there is a German

  version appropriately rephrased for the nation that invented Schadenfreude. Needing whatever help I can get on the bookshop shelves, I would be a fool not to capitalize on an established

  brand. But in its truncated form, and transferred to the spine of a book, the title has another meaning. The urge to write in verse has always been my financial enemy, and I have always done my

  best to resist it, right from the beginning of my professional career. I had a family to feed, and prose paid. For poetry, the established magazines have always paid something, but when you measure

  the income against the time taken to compose in verse, it falls a long way behind fossicking for gold on Hampstead Heath. Like the ward sister who wants her nurses kept on short commons so as to

  freeze out any misfits who might secretly dream of auditioning for the Spice Girls, I persist in seeing some virtue in this wedding of the vocation to a vow of poverty. My great Australian

  contemporary Les Murray has argued convincingly for how a lifetime poet should get a better share of the revenue he will eventually generate, but not even he much likes the idea of subsidized

  poetry. He doesn’t think the world owes him a living: he just thinks the publishing industry owes him a fair shake. I agree with that, but on the understanding that a fair shake must work out

  at not much more than a token payment for an expenditure of time, effort and concentration that can never be rewarded at its true cash value. If it could, any dullard who put in the graft would be

  on easy street. In that sense, my poems are my best claim to seriousness. Everything else I wrote paid me for my time. My poems never did, and still don’t. But they still keep coming. The

  enemy is still with me.




  Most of what he has made me do since the publication of Other Passports has here been added to the section called Recent Verse, a classification I have felt worth retaining because

  the date when I began feeling more confident about speaking in my own voice still feels recent to me even as the distance stretches to half a lifetime. Among the many additions are the handful of

  poems included in my essay book The Dreaming Swimmer, now out of print and probably fated to remain so. All the other Recent Verse additions, however, have not previously appeared in book

  form. The rest of the classifications from Other Passports can be retained without quibble, although one of them needs, like Recent Verse, to be substantially expanded. To the section called

  Verse Letters and Occasional Verse extra, mainly longer, poems written in later years have been added. In the section called Verse Diaries, I have restored the preface to the first, book-form

  publication of Poem of the Year, a preface I deleted from Other Passports on the principle that poems should proceed to their fate unaccompanied by explanations. But the preface, I

  have since decided, is something other than an explanation, and anyway it contains a tribute to Louis MacNeice’s wonderful long poem Autumn Journal that it is only fitting to

  record here, because nothing else in the twentieth century so affected my idea of what public verse should aim to do. MacNeice’s name is not heard as often now as it ought to be, but some

  younger readers might catch from the preface the urge to read his masterpiece themselves, and thus be taken back to a point in time when a lavishly gifted poet invented a whole new possibility

  – a possibility that he fulfilled with a candid dignity, a wealth of invention, and a mastery of rhythmically propelled colloquial eloquence that not even his more famous friend W. H. Auden

  could ever quite match.




  Two new sections have been added. One of them is called Song Lyrics. For almost a decade in the late 1960s and the early 1970s I regularly wrote song lyrics for the music of Pete Atkin, who

  performed our songs on half a dozen commercial albums which eventually proved not quite commercial enough, the English chanson tradition being at that time short of a market from the viewpoint of

  the recording industry. It still is now, but now the A&R departments of the record companies are no longer the sole arbiter, because the World Wide Web can circumvent them and assemble a niche

  market out of enthusiasts. It turned out, as the Web expanded, that our own early enthusiasts had reproduced themselves, and now all the original Pete Atkin vinyl albums are available on CD to meet

  the demand, which can satisfy itself directly through the shop at the exemplary website www.peteatkin.com without going near a high-street record store: a very satisfactory development from our

  angle, because the music business in its unreconstructed form found it all too easy to lose our work in the shuffle. One consequence of this encouraging rebirth is that Atkin and I are back on the

  road at the eleventh hour, touring a song show in both Britain and Australia. After thirty years I am once again choking on the nosh in motorway cafes, and writing song lyrics in my down time

  between gigs. (As you can gather, I have dusted off the old vocabulary, if not the old flared trousers and polyester paisley shirts.) Already there is a whole new album, called Winter

  Spring. Many of the song fans have shown an encouraging interest in my other work in verse, and it doesn’t seem impossible that the same interest might operate in the other direction. Not

  many poems are really lyrics in the sense that they can be set to music, but the idea is at least five hundred years old that there are lyrics which are really poems, give or take the odd stretch

  where only the melody can make sense of the scansion. The connection suits my prejudices and indeed my practice. In poetry I try not to write anything that can’t be said, and it is a short

  step from saying to singing, although a tricky enjambement will often turn the step into a limp. But with due allowance for the necessity to keep a lyric clear line by line and not too compressed,

  I try just as hard with a lyric as with a poem to say as much as possible in a short space, and the two superficially different enterprises belong together deep down: so deep down, in fact, that I

  often don’t know, when the first phrase comes, whether the finished piece will end up on stage or on the page.




  Another section, at the end of the book, is formed from a single poem, my mock epic Peregrine Prykke’s Pilgrimage through the London Literary World. The opus was written for

  performance at the ICA in June 1974, with myself as the narrator, Martin Amis in the role of the eponymous hero and Russell Davies brilliantly incarnating all the other roles, the models for which,

  in many cases, were sitting, and sometimes writhing, in the auditorium. The text was subsequently published as a limited-edition pamphlet by the New Review, and later as a book by Jonathan

  Cape, with illustrations by the aforesaid, omnicompetent Davies. It did well enough as a publication to tempt me into folie de grandeur, and over the next three years I published annual mock

  epics on different subjects. In the introduction to Other Passports I could be heard still harbouring the illusion that the four long poems might one day be reprinted as an integral

  work. Since then it has become clear even to me that only the first poem has a right to life. Its three sequels have all dated incurably, so I must let them go, with due anguish for the effort they

  took and the ambitions I rested in them. In this form as in any other, including the television script, I have always written everything as carefully as if it was meant to last forever, and in the

  full knowledge that I would be lucky if even a few things did. If you could tell in advance which project had the wings to dodge oblivion, you could go easy on all the others. Alas, it

  doesn’t work that way. As Peter Cook once said, the BBC is full of transvestites, but we can’t tell which ones they are.




  Peregrine’s quest, however, goes on, and always will. There is always someone like him: goggle-eyed at the splendour of the literary world and aching to be part of it. (I can remember when

  he was me.) But if the bedazzled young Perry was wrong about the glamour of it all, he was right in his capacity for admiration, and especially in his admiration for the poets. Even among the

  careerists and the poetasters, there are few who have ever made a name without writing at least one stanza that got into the common memory, and they could not have done that without sacrificing, at

  least for a short time, their ordinary pleasures to the stringent demands of the enemy. His modus operandi is to invade the mind with a single phrase, and then take over your life until you find

  all the other phrases that belong with it in a tight perimeter that excludes the ones that don’t. Should you succeed, he retreats, and you may return to your other responsibilities. The

  surest mark of the incurable poet, the lifer, is to fear, rather than hope, that the enemy might not attack again. By that measure, and for what it is worth to say so, this book is not a supplement

  to my writing life, but at the heart of it. Poetry as a career, perhaps not: but as a mental condition, certainly. What kind of treatment might be appropriate for the mental condition is for the

  reader to decide. There were critics who recommended a straitjacket, but I have heard less from them as time goes by. If he lives long enough, the patient takes over the asylum.




  London, 2003




  





  Original Introduction to




  
Other Passports: Poems 1958–1985





  During thirty years of writing verse, one hopes to have improved, but can only have done so by becoming more self-critical, a development which tends to winnow the crop in

  advance of the harvest. Therefore I am pleased to find some things asking to be kept even from early on. If it does not sound too grand to say that there was an initial phase, it was the ten-year

  period in which I wrote what were meant to be lyric poems. These mainly went into university magazines and newspapers either in Sydney or in Cambridge, and in the pages of those publications most

  of them demand to lie undisturbed. Though I never had what it took to be obscure, clarity still had to be worked for. Local outbreaks of straightforwardness from the early part of this struggle are

  here preserved under the title Earlier Verse, not because I want to disown them but because even at their most transparent they try so hard to disown me. To write in his own voice is every

  poet’s object, and my voice, I have since realized, was the prosaic one I speak with. It was so close to hand that it took an age to reach.




  A big help along the way was a second phase, not represented here. At Cambridge I began writing song lyrics for the music of my fellow undergraduate, Pete Atkin. In the next eight years we

  published half a dozen record albums. I never wrote from a surer instinct. But there came a point, while I was still writing song lyrics, when another instinct awkwardly insisted that I was not yet

  quite through with writing verse. The awkwardness lay in the fact that the new urge was theatrical. Having my song lyrics performed had given me a taste for going public. My mock epic poem

  Peregrine Prykke’s Pilgrimage was the brazen outcome. Eventually it had three successors, and all four mock epics might one day appear together in a single volume suitably annotated,

  but here I need only say that before attempting that first, long, parodic poem-for-performance I wrote a number of isolated parodies, imitations and lampoons, most of which were first published

  under the name of Edward Pygge.




  Hard news about Edward Pygge might prove useful to those scholars who concern themselves with the London Literary World in its more subterranean aspects. Pygge’s activities were designedly

  shrouded in mystery, but by now there is a new generation of literati on the scene to whom the mystery looks like a conspiracy. It never was. Pygge simply happened. In his heyday he was three

  people. Ian Hamilton invented him, and composed, mainly for the pages of that astringent little magazine the Review, his first withering attacks on current poetic fashion. My own additions

  to the swinish canon were made in order to generate more material for a one-night literary spectacular presented at the ICA in the Mall. Rehearsed irregularly at the Pillars of Hercules in Greek

  Street, Soho, and unofficially known as the Edward Pygge Revue, the show was produced by Hamilton and myself but stolen outright by Russell Davies, who made a dramatic, unheralded appearance in the

  role of Pygge. Seemingly just off a plane from Chicago, Davies wore a dark suit, darker shirt, white tie, pointed shoes, and a black fedora with the brim pulled low over the eyes. He carried a

  violin case under his arm as if it contained a Thompson sub-machine gun loaded ready for action. He read our Pygge poems in a variety of voices to stunning effect. It should also be said that his

  own Pygge poems, when he could be persuaded to write them, were of deadly accuracy and unmatched inventiveness. He had that flair. The last two lines of ‘The Wasted Land’, for example,

  were supplied by Davies sotto voce, or perhaps blotto voce, as he sipped a pint at rehearsal. I appropriated them without compunction.




  A man to respect, a back-room boy, an itinerant torpedo whose power depended on the obscurity of his turned-up coat collar, Edward Pygge found his reputation turning into fame, with all of its

  attendant dangers. On two occasions there were double-page spreads of Pygge poems in the New Statesman. Pygge started showing up in the same paper’s weekly competition. He became a

  handy sobriquet for anyone who had a spoof to launch. The feminist termagant Edwina Pygge put in an appearance. Obviously it would have been only a matter of time before Edward and Edwina were

  joined by Kedward Pygge and their Nordic cousin, Hedwig Pygge. The star having gone nova, he duly dissipated into a nebula. Occupied by long confections far out of scale with Pygge’s pinpoint

  focus, I forgot that I had ever been part of the collective brain beneath that dangerously angled black hat.




  As well as the mock epics which are not here, I wrote verse letters which are. The first seven of these were published in book form under the title Fan-Mail, a term which Philip Larkin,

  in a letter, correctly pointed out should not have a hyphen. A slim volume verging on the flimsy, it was reviewed like the plague but did me good. The different verse forms I adopted were identical

  in their salutary discipline. It sounds like masochism and sometimes felt like it, but in the long run the exigencies of rhyme and metre made plainness mandatory by revealing would-be profundities

  as fudge. Here I have felt bound to discard only the first verse letter I wrote. Addressed to John Fuller, it was too clumsy to keep, in view of the high standards of craftsmanship he has set for

  those poets of his generation who have followed his example in producing, or trying to produce, urbane and entertaining public verse.




  The only other things I have subtracted from the Fan-Mail verse letters are the italicization, extra capital letters and cognate olde worlde furniture which excused them as a deliberate

  throwback, when I should have admitted that I meant every word of them. I have included two verse letters written less apologetically later on, the ones to Michael Frayn and Craig Raine, and in the

  same section put two birthday poems, for Anthony Thwaite and Gore Vidal. This whole intermediate phase of extended rhyme-scheming was rounded out, symbolically if not chronologically, by my fourth

  mock epic Charles Charming’s Challenges, for which the West End critics demanded that its perpetrator be transported to Botany Bay, and were not to be mollified by the

  information that he was born there. Adopting a new disguise as a novelist, I discreetly vacated the poetic scene.




  While hiding out through a long winter, I remembered Pygge. Having found a legitimate freedom of language through strict form, I was ready to recapture, in propria persona this time, my

  share of Pygge’s laconic anarchy, his mimetic disdain, his heroic disinclination to be impressed. It occurred to me that the poems I had written under his name were the first that had been

  entirely mine – the reason that I reproduce them here, minus the porcine pseudonym. A strange characteristic of parody is that by tightening your grip on someone else’s throat you can

  loosen your own tongue. Pygge would pitch his voice at any level that suited the case, shade it to any tone. Either he trusted his own personality to come through anyway or else he simply

  didn’t give a damn. Now that he had finished copying everybody else, I resolved to copy him.




  The shorter pieces grouped under the heading Recent Verse were composed in the euphoria of this very elementary breakthrough. Taking strict form from my longer poems and polyphonic courage from

  Pygge, I wrote them in matching stanzas when the occasion demanded, and free verse when it did not. But the freedom would not have been the same without the discipline, nor the discipline without

  the freedom. In the compound of those two elements resides the only concept of the modern that I am willing to understand. Recent verse is a category which I hope I will go on adding to for the

  rest of my life. It turned out, however, that the urge to write longer poems was not extinct, merely dormant. They rose again in the form of verse diaries. ‘An Address to the Nation’

  was the rehearsal for Poem of the Year. I include them both here, without the author’s note attached to the latter when it was first printed in book form. If these two verse diaries

  seem to take up a disproportionate space, it doesn’t mean that I value long poems more than short ones. But I don’t value them less, either. At any length, the aim is brevity.




  

    London, 1986


  




  





  RECENT VERSE




  





  The Book of My Enemy Has Been Remaindered




  The book of my enemy has been remaindered




  And I am pleased.




  In vast quantities it has been remaindered.




  Like a van-load of counterfeit that has been seized




  And sits in piles in a police warehouse,




  My enemy’s much-praised effort sits in piles




  In the kind of bookshop where remaindering occurs.




  Great, square stacks of rejected books and, between them, aisles




  One passes down reflecting on life’s vanities,




  Pausing to remember all those thoughtful reviews




  Lavished to no avail upon one’s enemy’s book –




  For behold, here is that book




  Among these ranks and banks of duds,




  These ponderous and seemingly irreducible cairns




  Of complete stiffs.




  The book of my enemy has been remaindered




  And I rejoice.




  It has gone with bowed head like a defeated legion




  Beneath the yoke.




  What avail him now his awards and prizes,




  The praise expended upon his meticulous technique,




  His individual new voice?




  Knocked into the middle of next week




  His brainchild now consorts with the bad buys,




  The sinkers, clinkers, dogs and dregs,




  The Edsels of the world of movable type,




  The bummers that no amount of hype could shift,




  The unbudgeable turkeys.




  Yea, his slim volume with its understated wrapper




  Bathes in the glare of the brightly jacketed Hitler’s War Machine,




  His unmistakably individual new voice




  Shares the same scrapyard with a forlorn skyscraper




  Of The Kung-Fu Cookbook,




  His honesty, proclaimed by himself and believed in by others,




  His renowned abhorrence of all posturing and pretence,




  Is there with Pertwee’s Promenades and Pierrots –




  One Hundred Years of Seaside Entertainment,




  And (oh, this above all) his sensibility,




  His sensibility and its hair-like filaments,




  His delicate, quivering sensibility is now as one




  With Barbara Windsor’s Book of Boobs,




  A volume graced by the descriptive rubric




  ‘My boobs will give everyone hours of fun.’




  Soon now a book of mine could be remaindered also,




  Though not to the monumental extent




  In which the chastisement of remaindering has been meted out




  To the book of my enemy,




  Since in the case of my own book it will be due




  To a miscalculated print run, a marketing error –




  Nothing to do with merit.




  But just supposing that such an event should hold




  Some slight element of sadness, it will be offset




  By the memory of this sweet moment.




  Chill the champagne and polish the crystal goblets!




  The book of my enemy has been remaindered




  And I am glad.




  





  Sack Artist




  

    

      Reeling between the redhead and the blonde




      Don Juan caught the eye of the brunette.




      He had no special mission like James Bond.




      He didn’t play the lute or read Le Monde.




      Why was it he on whom their sights were set?




      For let’s make no mistake, the women pick




      Which men go down in history as avid




      Tail-chasers with the enviable trick




      Of barely needing to chat up the chick –




      From Warren Beatty back to ruddy David.




      But why the broads latch on to the one bloke




      Remains what it has always been, a riddle.




      Byron though famous was both fat and broke




      While Casanova was a standing joke,




      His wig awry, forever on the fiddle.




      Mozart made Juan warble but so what?




      In Don Giovanni everybody sings.




      The show would fall flat if the star did not




      And clearly he’s not meant to sound so hot:




      His women praise him, but for other things.




      They trill of his indifference and disdain




      But might have liked his loyalty still more.




      We can’t, from how they lyrically complain,




      Conclude that when he left they liked the pain




      As much as they enjoyed the bliss before.




      Bad treatment doesn’t do it: not from him,




      Still less from us, who find out when we try it




      That far from looking tickled they turn grim,




      Leaving us at a loss out on a limb,




      Instructed to obtain a kite and fly it.




      Which doesn’t make the chap of whom we speak




      Some gigolo devoted to their pleasure.




      The fancy man turns no strong woman weak




      But merely pumps out what was up the creek.




      Plundering hulks he lays up little treasure.




      Good looks don’t hurt but rate low on their own.




      The teenage girls who fall for Richard Gere




      Admit his face is random flesh and bone




      Beside Mel Gibson’s, that his skin lacks tone




      And when he smiles his pin eyes disappear.




      They go bananas when he bares his chest




      But torsos that outstrip his leave them cold.




      One bit of you might well be the world’s best




      But women won’t take that and leave the rest:




      The man entire is what they would enfold.




      The phallus fallacy thus shows its roots




      Afloat in the pornographer’s wet dream






      By which a synechdochic puss in boots




      Strides forward frantic to be in cahoots




      With his shy mote grown into a great beam.




      A shame to be without the wherewithal




      But all the wherewith you might have down there




      Won’t get the ladies queuing in the hall –




      Not if you let it loose at a masked ball,




      Not if you advertise it on the air.




      None of which means that lust takes a back seat.




      Contrariwise, it is the main event.




      The grandest grandes dames cease to be discreet.




      Their souls shine through their bodies with the heat.




      They dream of more to come as they lie spent.




      The sort of women who don’t do such things




      Do them for him, wherein might lie the clue.




      The smell of transcendental sanction clings




      Like injured ozone to angelic wings –




      An envoy, and he’s only passing through.




      In triumph’s moment he must hit the trail.




      However warm the welcome, he can’t stay.




      Lest those fine fingers read his back like braille




      He has to pull out early without fail –




      Preserve his mystery with a getaway.




      He is the perfect stranger. Humbler grades




      Of female don’t get even a brief taste –




      With Errol Flynn fenced in by flashing blades




      And Steve McQueen in aviator shades




      It always was a dream that they embraced.




      Sheer fantasy makes drama from the drab,




      Sweet reverie a slow blues from the bleak:




      How Cary Grant would not pick up the tab,




      Omar Sharif sent roses in a cab,




      Those little lumps in Robert Redford’s cheek.




      Where Don’s concerned the first glance is enough:




      For certain he takes soon what we might late.




      The rest of us may talk seductive guff




      Unendingly and not come up to snuff,




      Whereat we most obscenely fulminate.




      We say of her that she can’t pass a prick.




      We call him cunt-struck, stick-man, power tool,




      Muff-diver, stud, sack artist, motor dick,




      Getting his end away, dipping his wick,




      A stoat, a goat, a freak, a fucking fool.




      So we stand mesmerized by our own fuss,




      Aware that any woman, heaped with grief,




      Will give herself to him instead of us




      Because there is so little to discuss –




      And cry perfido mostro! in relief.




      Her true desires at long last understood,




      She ponders, as she holds him locked above her,




      The living definition of the good –




      Her blind faith in mankind and womanhood




      Restored by the dumb smile of the great lover.


    


  




  





  The Supreme Farewell of Handkerchiefs




  With acknowledgements to Arthur Gold and Robert Fizdale, authors of Misia




  

    

      

        ‘I’ve left that great page blank,’ said Mallarmé


      




      When asked why he’d not written of his boat.




      There are such things as mean too much to say.




      You have to let it drift, to let it float.




      The man who did the asking was Manet,




      Whose niece’s journal treasures the reply.




      There are such things as mean too much to say,




      But little Julie Manet had a try.




      To represent the young, Paul Valéry




      Delivered half a speech and then broke down.




      He missed his master’s deep simplicity.




      Then everybody started back to town.




      Among those present were Rodin, Bonnard,




      Lautrec, Mirbeau, Vallotton, Maeterlinck




      And Misia’s eternal slave Vuillard.




      But Renoir, who had painted her in pink,




      Knew ways to tame her when she got annoyed




      At how they laughed instead of looking glum.




      He thought such moments ought to be enjoyed.




      Had not mortality been overcome?




      Said Renoir, who had been the poet’s friend:




      ‘A Mallarmé does not die every day.’




      A sly hint of his own approaching end?




      There are such things as mean too much to say.




      ‘I’ve left that great page blank,’ said Mallarmé.


    


  




  





  A Gesture towards James Joyce




  My gesture towards Finnegans Wake is deliberate.




  – Ronald Bush, T. S. Eliot: A Study in Character and Style




  

    

      

        The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate.


      




      It was not accidental.




      Years of training went into the gesture,




      As W. C. Fields would practise a juggling routine




      Until his eczema-prone hands bled in their kid gloves;




      As Douglas Fairbanks Sr trimmed the legs of a table




      Until, without apparent effort and from a standing start,




      He could jump up on to it backwards;




      Or as Gene Kelly danced an entire tracking shot over and over




      Until the final knee-slide ended exactly in focus,




      Loafers tucked pigeon-toed behind him,




      Perfect smile exultant,




      Hands thrown open saying ‘How about that?’




      The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate.




      Something so elaborate could not have been otherwise.




      Though an academic gesture, it partook in its final form




      Of the balletic arabesque,




      With one leg held out extended to the rear




      And the equiponderant forefinger pointing demonstratively




      Like the statue of Eros in Piccadilly Circus,




      Or, more correctly, the Mercury of Giambologna,




      Although fully, needless to say, clad.




      The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate,




      Its aim assisted by the position of the volume,




      A 1957 printing in the yellow and orange wrapper




      Propped on a sideboard and opened at page 164




      So that the gesture might indicate a food-based conceit




      About pudding the carp before doeuvre hors –




      The Joycean amalgam in its ludic essence,




      Accessible to students and yet also evincing




      The virtue of requiring a good deal of commentary




      Before what looked simple even if capricious




      Emerged as precise even if complex




      And ultimately unfathomable.




      The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate,




      Being preceded by an ‘It is no accident, then’,




      An exuberant ‘It is neither accidental nor surprising’




      And at least two cases of ‘It is not for nothing that’,




      These to adumbrate the eventual paroxysm




      In the same way that a bouncer from Dennis Lillee




      Has its overture of giant strides galumphing towards you




      With the face both above and below the ridiculous moustache




      Announcing by means of unmistakable grimaces




      That what comes next is no mere spasm




      But a premeditated attempt to knock your block off.




      The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate




      And so was my gesture with two fingers.




      In America it would have been one finger only




      But in Italy I might have employed both arms,




      The left hand crossing to the tense right bicep




      As my clenched fist jerked swiftly upwards –




      The most deliberate of all gestures because most futile,




      Defiantly conceding the lost battle.




      The gesture towards Finnegans Wake was deliberate:




      So much so that Joyce should have seen it coming.




      Even through the eyepatch of his last years.




      He wrote a book full of nothing except writing




      For people who can’t do anything but read,




      And now their gestures clog the air around us.




      He asked for it, and we got it.


    


  




  





  Thoughts on Feeling Carbon-Dated




  No moons are left to see the other side of.




  Curved surfaces betray once secret centres.




  Those plagues were measles the Egyptians died of.




  A certain note of disillusion enters.




  Were Empson starting now, no doubt exists




  That now no doubt exists about space–time’s




  Impetuosity, his pithy gists




  Would still stun, but no more so than his rhymes.




  Physics has dished its prefix meta. Science,




  First having put black shoes and a blue suit on,




  Controls the world’s supply of mental giants.




  A Goethe now would lack words to loathe Newton.




  It’s forty years since James Joyce named the quark.




  Now nobody’s nonplussed to hear light rays




  Get sucked down holes so fast they show up dark.




  Nor would the converse of that news amaze.




  It all gets out of reach as it grows clear.




  What we once failed to grasp but still were thrilled with




  Left us for someone else, from whom we hear




  Assurances about the awe they’re filled with.




  One night in Cambridge Empson read to us.




  He offered us some crisps and seemed delighted




  So many young should still want to discuss




  Why science once got laymen so excited.




  





  Johnny Weissmuller Dead in Acapulco




  Apart possibly from waving hello to the cliff-divers




  Would the real Tarzan have ever touched Acapulco?




  Not with a one-hundred-foot vine.




  Jungle Jim maybe, but the Ape Man never.




  They played a tape at his funeral




  In the Valley of Light cemetery of how he had sounded




  Almost fifty years back giving the pristine ape-call,




  Which could only remind all present that in decline




  He would wander distractedly in the garden




  With his hands to his mouth and the unforgettable cry




  Coming out like a croak –




  This when he wasn’t sitting in his swim-trunks




  Beside the pool he couldn’t enter without nurses.




  Things had not been so bad before Mexico




  But they were not great.




  He was a greeter in Caesar’s Palace like Joe Louis.




  Sal, I want you should meet Johnny Weissmuller.




  Johnny, Mr Sal Volatile is a friend of ours from Chicago.




  With eighteen Tarzan movies behind him




  Along with the five Olympic gold medals,




  He had nothing in front except that irrepressible paunch




  Which brought him down out of the tree house




  To earth as Jungle Jim




  So a safari suit could cover it up.




  As Jungle Jim he wasn’t just on salary,




  He had a piece of the action,




  But coming so late in the day it was not enough




  And in Vegas only the smile was still intact.




  As once it had all been intact, the Greek classic body




  Unleashing the new-style front-up crawl like a baby




  Lifting itself for the first time,




  Going over the water almost as much as through it,




  Curing itself of childhood polio




  By making an aquaplane of its deep chest,




  Each arm relaxing out of the water and stiffening into it,




  The long legs kicking a trench that did not fill up




  Until he came back on the next lap,




  Invincible, easily breathing




  The air in the spit-smooth, headlong, creek-around-a-rock trough




  Carved by his features.




  He had six wives like Henry VIII but don’t laugh,




  Because Henry VIII couldn’t swim a stroke




  And if you ever want to see a true king you should watch Weissmuller




  In Tarzan Escapes cavorting underwater with Boy




  In the clear river with networks of light on the shelving sand




  Over which they fly weightless to hide from each other behind the log




  While Jane wonders where they are.




  You will wonder where you are too and be shy of the answer




  Because it is Paradise.




  When the crocodile made its inevitable entry into the clear river




  Tarzan could always settle its hash with his bare hands




  Or a knife at most,




  But Jungle Jim usually had to shoot it




  And later on he just never got to meet it face to face –




  It was working for the Internal Revenue Service.




  There was a chimpanzee at his funeral,




  Which must have been someone’s idea of a smart promotion,




  And you might say dignity had fled,




  But when Tarzan dropped from the tall tree and swam out of the splash




  Like an otter with an outboard to save Boy from the waterfall




  It looked like poetry to me,




  And at home in the bath I would surface giving the ape-call.




  





  Reflections on a Cardboard Box




  Hostathion contains Triazophos,




  Controls seed weevil, pea moth, carrot fly.




  Of pesticides Hostathion is the boss.




  Pests take one sip, kick up their heels and die.




  They never find out what Hostathion is.




  Triazophos remains the merest word,




  Though partly echoed by the acrid fizz




  Which suddenly grows too loud to be heard.




  Hostathion was once Achilles’ friend,




  Staunch at his elbow before Ilios,




  But now that name brings pea moth a quick end




  Assisted by the cruel Triazophos.




  Heroic words are too brave for the deeds




  They do, yet maybe now they do less evil –




  Ferocious but in service to our needs,




  Venting our wrath for us on the seed weevil.




  Forests of swords on the Homeric plain




  Are momentarily invoked. Well, then,




  It says much for this age where we complain




  Men die like flies, that flies should die like men.




  Triazophos sailed with Hostathion




  Through centuries as if this were their goal:




  Infinite enemies to fall upon,




  Killing so common it is called control.




  But all the old insanity is gone.




  Where are the funeral pyres, the shrieks of loss?




  You need to watch only Hostathion.




  Hostathion contains Triazophos,




  Who once reaped heads by night in no-man’s-land




  Obeying no man’s orders but his own.




  Look at him now, Hostathion’s right hand –




  Cleaning their guns beside the telephone.




  





  The Philosophical Phallus




  

    

      Female desire aims to subdue, overcome and pacify the unbridled ambition of the phallus.




      – Roger Scruton


    


  




  

    The unbridled phallus of the philosopher


  




  Was seen last week galloping across the South Downs,




  Flame spurting from its flared nostril.




  The phallus being a horse in which




  Both mane and tail are bunched together at the back end,




  This unharnessed piece of horseflesh was of necessity unable




  To accompany with a display of shaken neck-hair




  The tossing of its head,




  But the tossing of its head was tremendous nevertheless,




  Like that of Bucephalus, the steed of Alexander.




  Where the lush grass curves up to the rim of the chalk cliffs




  So that they drop away where you cannot see them




  When looking from inland,




  Such was the cyclorama against which ran rampant




  The unbridled phallus of the philosopher,




  Pulling lawn like an emerald treadmill incessantly beneath




  The unravelling thunder of its hooves –




  Accoutrements which a phallus does not normally possess




  But perhaps in this case they were retractable




  Like the undercarriage of some large, cigar-shaped aircraft –




  The Starlifter, for example, or the C-5A Galaxy.




  See where it comes across ‘the ontological divide




  Separating men and women’!




  The unbridled phallus in its frightening hauteur,




  Gushing suds with each procreative snort –




  Not the small, dog-skulled horse of the Greeks and the Etruscans,




  But the horse of the Persians as noted by Herodotus,




  Big, built thickly, hefty-headed,




  Its two great globular hindquarters throbbing




  Like the throats of rutting frogs.




  The prancing pudendum curls its lip but says Yes to Life:




  It is a yea-neigher.




  Not only does it say ‘ha-ha!’ among the trumpets,




  But in the landscaped gardens of fashionable country houses




  It trumpets among the ha-has,




  And the pulsing vein of its back is not afraid.




  Though fleet-footed as an Arab it is stronger than a Clydesdale,




  Shouldered like a Shire, bulk-bodied like a Suffolk –




  A standing, foam-flanked reproach




  To all those of us more appropriately represented




  By the Shetland pony,




  Or that shrunken, shrivelled toy horse with the mule-tail




  Equus przewalskii, Prejvalsky’s horse




  From the Kobdo district of western Mongolia.




  At nightfall the women of storm-swept lonely farms,




  Or at casement windows of the grand houses aforesaid,




  Or women anywhere who languish ‘unfulfilled qua women’,




  Feel their ontological divide transformed to jelly




  At the vibrant snuffle in the distance –




  Long to subdue it, to overcome it, to pacify it,




  Willing it homeward to its chosen stable,




  Which will suffer its presence all the more exquisitely




  For being neither deep nor wide enough wholly to contain




  The unbridled ambition of the philosophical phallus.




  





  Egon Friedell’s Heroic Death




  Egon Friedell committed suicide




  By jumping from his window when he saw




  Approaching Brownshirts eager to preside




  At rites the recent Anschluss had made law.




  Vienna’s coffee-house habitués




  By that time were in Paris, Amsterdam,




  London, New York. Friedell just couldn’t raise




  The energy to take it on the lam.




  Leaving aside the question of their looks,




  The Jews the Nazis liked to see in Hell




  Were good at writing and owned lots of books –




  Which all spelled certain curtains for Friedell.




  Friedell was cultivated in a way




  That now in Europe we don’t often see.




  For every volume he’d have had to pay




  In pain what those thugs thought the fitting fee.




  Forestalling them was simply common sense,




  An act only a Pharisee would blame,




  Yet hard to do when fear is so intense.




  Would you have had the nerve to do the same?




  The normal move would be to just lie still




  And tell yourself you somehow might survive,




  But this great man of letters had the will




  To meet his death while he was still alive.




  So out into the air above the street




  He sailed with all his learning left behind,




  And by one further gesture turned defeat




  Into a triumph for the human mind.




  The civilized are most so as they die.




  He called a warning even as he fell




  In case his body hit a passer-by




  As innocent as was Egon Friedell.




  





  Homage to Rafinesque




  The ichthyologist Constantine Rafinesque-Schmaltz




  (Who was pleased to be known as quite simply Rafinesque)




  And John James Audubon the famous student of birds




  (Whose folios are generally thought too gorgeous for words




  Although when opened they envelop your entire desk)




  Teamed up in America as if they were dancing a waltz.




  It was neither fish nor fowl crabbed their double act.




  The flap in their cabin was caused by a humble bat




  Which Rafinesque with the nearest thing to hand attacked,




  Thus pounding Audubon’s beloved violin out flat.




  The revenge Audubon took was oblique but sure.




  He returned from the Ohio River with drawings, life-size,




  Of fish Rafinesque hadn’t seen hide nor hair of before,




  But belief in Audubon’s pencil put scales on his eyes.




  He published a book which his enemies loved for its faults.




  To pay with his fame for a fiddle was clearly grotesque.




  With the object of leading his friend up a similar creek




  He might justly have fashioned a phoenix claw or orc beak,




  But he showed the forbearance implied by his name, Rafinesque.




  Now Audubon’s plates are hoarded like gold in the vaults




  And only the fish honour Constantine Rafinesque-Schmaltz.




  





  Will Those Responsible Come Forward?




  May the Lord have mercy on all those peoples




  Who suffer from a perversion of religion –




  Or, to put it in a less equivocating way,




  Who suffer from an excess of religion –




  Or, to come right out with it,




  Who suffer from religion.




  Let Him tell those catholic Protestants or protestant Catholics




  Who in Northern Ireland go to bed on Saturday night




  Looking forward to a morning of Holy Worship




  That just this once they should make other plans –




  Have a heavy cold, a stomach upset or a pulled hamstring




  Severe enough to render them immobile,




  With something similar for their children –




  So that they will not be there to form a congregation




  In a church just big enough for a small massacre.




  Arrange this reprieve, Lord,




  And if you can’t manage that much then for Christ’s sake




  Hand the whole deal over to Allah.




  May the Lord with the assistance of Allah




  Give heed to the cries of those children in Beirut




  Who have the dubious luck to be ten years old and under




  While dwelling in the vicinity of a PLO faction




  Currently being wiped out by another PLO faction,




  And kindly swing it so that the incoming rockets




  Do not dismember their small persons irreparably.




  Children older than ten years we will give up on,




  Not wanting the moon,




  And their mothers, needless to say, are for the high jump.




  Fix it, Lord. Get Al on to it,




  And if it turns out to be more than you can handle




  Raise Jehovah on the horn.




  May the Lord and Allah with Jehovah’s proverbial




  In-depth back-up and sales apparatus




  Make a concerted effort to cut the crap,




  For the following reasons among others:




  Lest at least two kinds of Christians during their annual shoot-out




  Bisect an old lady who hears the word ‘Duck!’




  But can’t hit the deck because of sciatica




  (May her stoop be steep) –




  Lest the Druze and the Jews or the Juze and the Drews,




  When shelling each other from somewhere each side




  Of a ridge or a bridge,




  Cascade hot shrapnel on the intervening hospital




  Whose patients suffer from mental disorders,




  And thus exacerbate in those inherently unstable minds




  An already acute sense of insecurity




  (May their straitjackets be flak jackets) –




  Lest Iraq and Iran or Iran and Iraq go to rack and ruin




  Not just in the standard Islamic manner




  Of finding each other insufficiently fanatical,




  But with an ironic new wrinkle




  By which the hitherto unapproachably sordid




  Ayatollah or Arsola




  Is upstaged by his own appointee,




  That even more sadistic fuckwit and fruitcake




  The Hayula or Payola,




  Who has women tortured in front of their husbands




  As a forceful reminder, no doubt supererogatory,




  That you can’t fight central mosque




  (May their screams be deafening) –




  Who also, if that doesn’t do the trick,




  Has the children tortured along with their mothers




  (May they all go crazy quickly),




  The object being to make the fathers admit




  That they plotted the regime’s overthrow –




  A pretty fantastic charge when you consider




  That the regime’s overthrow hasn’t yet been accomplished




  By Allah functioning either on his tod




  Or in combination with the Lord, Jehovah,




  Buddha, the Great Spirit and each and every other




  Recognized form of God –




  Always supposing that They are working on it.




  Always supposing that They care




  About that or anything else.




  But this is the sin of despair.




  





  Echo Echo Echo




  Changes in temperature entail turmoil.




  Petits pois palpitate before they boil.




  Ponds on the point of freezing look like oil.




  And God knows what goes on below the soil.




  God and the naturalists, who penetrate




  With camera crews to depths as dark as fate




  And shoot scenes hideous to contemplate




  Where burrowing Attenboroughs fight and mate.




  In outer space the endless turbulence




  Seems too far gone to be at our expense.




  One likes to think that if a bang’s immense




  It didn’t happen in the present tense.




  Still it’s unnerving when two galaxies –




  One Catherine wheel and one like a Swiss cheese –




  Get stuck in with sharp elbows and scraped knees,




  Cancelling out their twin eternities.




  As for inside the atom here at home,




  It makes the cosmos look like jeu de paume




  Played out around the Houston Astrodome.




  We might as well be back in ancient Rome.




  Random, unjust and violent universe!




  We feel, and those less ignorant feel worse,




  Knowing that what’s observed must soon disperse




  And Phaethon’s car turn out to be a hearse.




  Hence, or despite that, our concern with form,




  Though even here outclassed by nature’s norm.




  Snowflakes knock spots off Philibert de L’Orme




  But something tells us that they are not warm.




  Not that we are, compared with, say, the worms




  Who live on lava, or are those the germs




  That breed in butane and eat isotherms?




  I’m not much good with scientific terms.




  Even for Einstein it remained a dream




  To unify the field, which makes it seem




  Likely the rest of us won’t get a gleam




  Of how, or if, the whole works fit a scheme.




  One merely hopes that we have made a start.




  Our apprehensions might not melt the heart




  Or even be heartfelt for the most part,




  But from that insufficiency comes art.




  We gather ourselves up from the abyss




  As lovers after copulation kiss –




  Lip-service which, while semaphoring bliss,




  Puts in a claim that there was point to this.




  Small wonder, therefore, that from time to time,




  As dollar millionaires still nickel-and-dime,




  The free-form poet knuckles down to rhyme –




  Scared into neatness by the wild sublime.




  





  
The Anchor of the Sirius





  Triangular Macquarie Place, up from the Quay,




  Is half rainforest, half a sculpture park




  Where can be found – hemmed in by palms and ferns,




  Trees touching overhead – the Obelisk




  From which, one learns, All Public Roads are Measured




  Leading to the Interior of the Colony.




  Skyscraper cliffs keep this green garden dark.




  The Obelisk is sandstone. Thomas Mort




  Is also present, bronze on a tall plinth –




  His plain Victorian three-piece suit bulks large,




  Befitting Sydney’s first successful exporter




  Of refrigerated foods – while, lower down




  This plush declivity, one finds a bubbler




  Superfluously shaded by a small




  But intricate gun-metal baldacchino,




  Sure-footed as a Donatello font.




  Thus in a sculpture court less up to date




  Yet cooler than MOMA’s, leafier than the Frick,




  One strolls encountering pieces carried out




  In traditional materials and is lulled –




  Till this free-standing object looms and startles




  Like a Calder by Duchamp. It stops you cold,




  The anchor of the Sirius. It hooks you




  More firmly than the fluke which can’t be seen




  (Because, presumably, buried in the earth)




  Could ever have snared the bottom of Sydney Cove.




  One is amazed by how it is not old –




  Which means the Colony’s protracted birth




  (The women were outscreamed by the flayed men)




  Falls so far short of being long ago




  It’s hard to grasp. The anchor was brought back




  From where the ship ended its history –




  I think it tried to sail through Norfolk Island –




  To where it began ours. Yes, the First Fleet




  Dropped its first anchor just one hundred yards




  (Or metres, as they say now) down the street –




  And this is it, not much more touched by time




  Than now by me, a yokel in the museum.




  The crops failed. Phillip was no dynamo,




  But Macquarie was, and men like Mort could double




  The town’s wealth in ten years. The scrub grew long




  And lush like Joan Sutherland’s throat. Success




  Went overseas, took umpteen curtain calls,




  Was toasted and had toast named after it,




  And now the audience is here. Out on the harbour




  Captain Cook II jam-packed with Japanese,




  Their Nikons crackling like automatic flak,




  Goes swanning past the well-remembered line




  Where the submarine nets were when I was young,




  Forty years ago – i.e. a full




  Fifth of the time Port Jackson’s had that name.




  And after I’d grown up and gone away




  Like the wool-clip to the other end of the world




  (Where the wool was turned to suit-cloth and sent back




  So Thomas Mort, full of ideas as Dickens,




  Might look the part of the philanthropist)




  The anchor of the Sirius had me pinned –




  Spiked, rooted to the spot under these trees




  Which filter what light’s left by the glass towers




  They put up yesterday so that the banks –




  Algemene Bank Nederland NV,




  Dresdner Bank AG, Banco Nazionale del Lavoro,




  Sumitomo International Finance Australia –




  Might catch through tinted windows like hot news




  Digits conveying all they need to know,




  Drawn down from space by ranks of VDUs




  And here made manifest as a green glow –




  New York and London, Hong Kong, Tokyo,




  Sucked in at once to this same lightning rod –




  Completing their great journey from afar




  As a tired sinner comes at last to God,




  As a ship comes in and drops anchor.




  





  The Ferry Token




  Not gold but some base alloy, it stays good




  For one trip though the currency inflates –




  Hard like the ferry’s deck of seasoned wood,




  The only coin in town that never dates.




  Don Juan, as described by Baudelaire,




  Before he crossed the Styx to the grim side




  Paid Charon son obole, his ferry fare.




  Was it this very token, worth one ride?




  Of course it wasn’t. This poor thing will buy




  The traveller no myth beyond the dark




  Leonine Pinchgut with one beady eye




  Fixed on the brilliant, beckoning Luna Park.




  At most it takes you back to Billy Blue




  Whose ferry linked the Quay to the North Shore




  Somewhere about the year of Waterloo –




  And probably more after than before.




  There’s been so little time for grand events.




  One ferry sank, but saying those who drowned




  Contributed to our historic sense




  Would be obscene and logically unsound.




  Nevertheless nostalgia impregnates




  This weightless disc as sunlight bleaches wood.




  Our past is shallow but it scintillates –




  Not gold but some base alloy, it stays good.




  





  Funnelweb




  The flame reflected in the welder’s mask




  Burns the board-rider’s upstage fingertips




  That cut a swathe across the curved sea wall




  Inside the Banzai Pipeline’s tubular swell.




  Sopranos feel the same fire on their lips




  Kissing Jochanaan as befits the task.




  The crank-winged Chance-Vought F4-U Corsair




  When turning tightly spilled white vortices




  Behind its wing tips in the cobalt blue.




  A mere machine, a Running W




  As once brought stuntmen’s horses to their knees,




  And yet you can’t deny it carved the air.




  Phenomena like these, it will be said,




  Are only incidental at the most




  And mostly trivial, to say the least:




  Less the confetti at the wedding feast




  Than the box it came in, spice without the roast,




  Beaches at Tarawa without the dead.




  A saturation diver sets his seal




  Where even fish can’t see reflected flame.




  A surfer in the folded tube may form




  His signature unnoticed from the foam.




  Night fighters’ ailerons worked just the same




  And Salome might think of her next meal.




  True, but not true enough, in my belief.




  These things though tenuous aren’t set apart.




  The casual grace note can’t help but imply,




  If not the outline of the melody,




  Then anyway the impulse at its heart –




  And do so all the more for being brief.




  Stillness in movement is a waking dream




  Movement in stillness has refined from strength.




  The river bank must make the drift apparent




  Of swans at evening plugged into the current,




  But lest they be disorganized at length




  Just out of sight they steer to point upstream.




  Wristy Makarova’s Odette/Odile




  (Two lovely people spinning on one toe)




  Exemplifies the Body Beautiful




  Consumed by its own power to appal.




  Watch how the whiplash whirlwind sucks up snow –




  A double helix drawn from sex appeal.




  Woodcut adoring kings with narrowed eye




  Quite clearly find the cradle-capped young Prince




  Painful to look at, backed up by his nimbus.




  Even His Mother, pierced by the columbus




  And haloed in Her own right, seems to wince:




  The sun is in the wrong part of the sky.




  He could not save Himself, they said with scorn,




  But always it has been supposed they erred




  And that, armed by His power to distinguish




  The star-bursts in His hands from human anguish,




  He ultimately went out like a bird




  The way that He came in when He was born.




  Watching a dear friend go down fast with cancer




  Like a raindrop down a window pane, I hold




  Her hand of balsa clad with clear doped silk




  Pulsating like the skin of simmering milk




  Which must boil over soon and leave her cold.




  Next time I’m coming back a necromancer.




  The floorboards in Kyoto’s Nijo-jo




  Will sing like flocks of birds from their sleeved nails




  When someone walks, however light in weight.




  Thus Tokugawa shoguns dreamed at night




  Equating sudden death with nightingales,




  And paper walls seemed real, this being so.




  Saito himself committed suicide




  The long way round by using the short sword




  Before the banzai charge went in at dawn.




  Three thousand died before the sun went down.




  All night it sounded like a psycho ward.




  We sacked out with the corpses open eyed.




  What happened the next morning broke your heart.




  We saw the whole thing from above the beach.




  Mothers threw living babies from the cliff.




  The sick lined up to have their heads hacked off.




  Those soldiers that the non-coms couldn’t reach




  Kissed a grenade and blew themselves apart.




  Marines you’d swear would never shed a tear




  On Saipan wept. And that was all she wrote.




  We just got used to it, like swatting flies.




  Not even Iwo came as a surprise.




  The whole Jap nation would have cut its throat




  I swear to God sure as I’m standing here.




  For Lichtenberg, wit was a microscope,




  Yet in between the lines he seemed to know




  His fine analysis did not disperse,




  But gave coherence to, the universe.




  That strong light touch sums up the rococo:




  An epoch blown from clear glass, not from soap.




  So do the buildings of Cuvilliés,




  The Wittelsbachs’ great court-dwarf architect,




  Whose play of curlicue and arabesque




  Like flame reflected in the welder’s mask




  Suggests a brilliance beyond intellect,




  Fulfilled creation singing its own praise.




  His small theatre of the Residenz




  In World War II was bombed to smithereens




  Yet could be put back as it was, because




  Its dazzling inner shell was lath and gauze,




  A kit of plaster panels and silk screens




  They stashed away until the world saw sense.




  At Vegas, the last Grand Prix of the year




  Before he died in Belgium, Gilles Villeneuve




  Put on his helmet and I saw the sun




  Fill up his tinted visor like white wine.




  Few poets get the face that they deserve




  Or, like Hart Crane, can travel in a tear.




  Of course Villeneuve was handsome anyway –




  The Rimbaud of the wheel just oozed romance –




  But where his class showed was in how that beast




  Ferrari drew sweet curves at his behest




  Instead of leading him St Vitus’ dance.




  He charged the earth but gave back art for pay.




  If she could see herself, the girl on skates –




  But she must work by feel in the event,




  Assured by how her heavy fingers burn




  As in mid-air she makes the triple turn




  Explosive effort was correctly spent




  And from the whirlpool a way out awaits.




  They say that Pipeline surfers deep in white




  Whipped water when wiped out may sip the froth




  Through pursed lips and thus drown less than they breathe




  While buffeted their helpless bodies writhe,




  Then once the ruined wave has spent its wrath




  Swim resurrected up to the bright light.




  Though children in deep shelters could not watch,




  Pathfinder flares were sumptuous where they burned




  And rustic simpletons found food for thought




  In how those coloured chandeliers would float




  As if the Son of Man had just returned –




  Before the earthquake made them a hotchpotch.




  Descending from heaped rubble, ‘I composed




  Der Rosenkavalier,’ Strauss told GIs




  Whose billet underneath the Führerbau




  Reminded them of their hometown hoosegow.




  At eighty he was right, if scarcely wise:




  From where he stood the episode was closed.




  And soon there was another Salome




  To propagate his long legato phrases,




  And, by their shapeliness made feverish,




  Lift high the prophet’s lopped head in a dish,




  And taste the everlasting fire that rages




  On those cold lips of papier mâché.




  She’s gone, perhaps to start again elsewhere.




  The freezing fens lock up their latent heat.




  The rime ice on the river to the touch




  Splits in a gash benign neglect will stitch.




  Full of potential like briquettes of peat




  Atomic bombs enjoy conditioned air.




  The Emperor’s portrait had survived the blast.




  We carried it to safety in the stream




  And took turns holding it aloft. The fire




  Arched overhead and we succumbed to fear.




  The surface of the water turned to steam.




  I must say we were very much downcast.




  Emerging from a silo of spun spunk




  To scan the killing-ground with clustered eyes,




  The funnelweb when she appears in person




  Reveals a personality pure poison




  Should you be tempted to idealize




  Her gauze-lined bunker under the tree trunk,




  And yet how sweet a tunnel in the mist!




  Well might it fascinate as well as frighten.




  Looking along such lustrous holes in space




  Where indrawn starlight corkscrews down the sluice,




  You’ll feel your heart first hammer and then lighten




  And think God was a gynaecologist.




  The Sun so far has only twice touched Earth




  With its unmitigated baleful stare.




  Flesh turned to pizza under that hot look.




  From all the forms of death you took pot luck,




  But that by which the occasion was made rare




  Showed later on in what was brought to birth.




  At KZ Dachau the birthmarked young nun




  Beseeching absolution for that place




  Won’t turn her full face to your chapel pew.




  Only her murmurs will admonish you




  For thinking to give up pursuit of grace




  Simply because such dreadful things were done.




  High over Saipan when another plane




  Came back above us heading for Japan




  As we flew south for home, I never saw




  What would have been a chromium gewgaw,




  But only what it casually began –




  A long straight line of crystal flake cocaine.




  Your progeny won’t sit still to be told




  Nor can you point out through the window how




  Air battles of the past left vapour trails




  Swirling and drifting like discarded veils,




  Scarcely there then and not at all there now,




  Except you feel the loss as you grow old.




  Black-bottomed whiteware out of nowhere fast




  The Shuttle takes fire coming back to us,




  A purple storm with silence at the core.




  Simmering down, it is the dodgem car




  Daedalus should have given Icarus,




  Whose wings – a bad mistake – were built to last.




  To stay the course you must have stuff to burn.




  For life, the ablative is absolute,




  And though the fire proceeds against our wishes




  Forms are implicit even in the ashes




  Where we must walk in an asbestos suit:




  A smouldering tip to which all things return.




  We may not cavalierly lift the casque




  Which separates us from the consequences




  Of seeing how the godhead in full bloom




  Absolves itself unthinkingly from blame.




  It knows us as we know it, through our senses.




  We feel for it the warmth in which we bask –




  The flame reflected in the welder’s mask.




  





  A Valediction for Philip Larkin




  You never travelled much but now you have,




  Into the land whose brochures you liked least:




  That drear Bulgaria beyond the grave




  Where wonders have definitively ceased –




  Ranked as a dead loss even in the East.




  Friends will remember until their turn comes




  What they were doing when the news came through.




  I landed in Nairobi with eardrums




  Cracked by the flight from Kichwa Tembo. You




  Had gone, I soon learned, on safari too.




  Learned soon but too late, since no telephone




  Yet rings in the wild country where we’d been.




  No media penetration. On one’s own




  One wakes up and unzips the morning scene




  Outside one’s tent and always finds it green.




  Green Hills of Africa, wrote Hemingway.




  Omitting a preliminary ‘the’,




  He made the phrase more difficult to say –




  The hills, however, easier to see,




  Their verdure specified initially.




  Fifty years on, the place still packs a thrill.




  Several reserves of greenery survive,




  And now mankind may look but must not kill




  Some animals might even stay alive,




  Surrounded by attentive four-wheel-drive




  Toyotas full of tourists who shoot rolls




  Of colour film off in the cheetah’s face




  While she sleeps in the grass or gravely strolls




  With bloody cheeks back from the breathless chase,




  Alone except for half the human race.




  But we patrolled a less well-beaten trail.




  Making a movie, we possessed the clout




  To shove off up green hill and down green dale




  And put our personal safety in some doubt




  By opening the door and getting out.




  Thus I descended on the day you died




  And had myself filmed failing to get killed.




  A large male lion left me petrified




  But well alone and foolishly fulfilled,




  Feeling weak-kneed but calling it strong-willed.




  Silk brushed with honey in the hot noon light,




  His inside leg was colonized by flies.




  I made a mental note though wet with fright.




  As his mouth might have done off me, my eyes




  Tore pieces off him to metabolize.




  In point of fact I swallowed Kenya whole,




  A mill choked by a plenitude of grist.




  Like anabolic steroids for the soul,




  Every reagent was a catalyst –




  So much to take in sent me round the twist.




  I saw Kilimanjaro like the wall




  Of Heaven going straight up for three miles.




  The Mara river was a music hall




  With tickled hippos rolling in the aisles.




  I threw some fast food to the crocodiles.




  I chased giraffes who floated out of reach




  Like anglepoise lamps loose in zero g.




  I chased a mdudu with a can of bleach




  Around my tent until I couldn’t see.




  Only a small rhinoceros chased me.




  The spectral sun-bird drew the mountain near,




  And if the rain-bird singing soon soon soon




  Turned white clouds purple, still the air was clear –




  The radiant behind of a baboon




  Was not more opulent than the full moon.




  So one more tourist should have been agog




  At treasure picked up cheaply while away –




  Ecstatic as some latter-day sea dog,




  His trolley piled high like a wain of hay




  With duty-free goods looted from Calais.




  For had I not enlarged my visual scope,




  Perhaps my whole imaginative range,




  By seeing how that deadpan antelope,




  The topi, stands on small hills looking strange




  While waiting for the traffic lights to change?




  And had I not observed the elephant




  Deposit heaps of steaming excrement




  While looking wiser than Immanuel Kant,




  More stately than the present Duke of Kent?




  You start to see why I was glad I went.




  Such sights were trophies, ivory and horn




  Destined for carving into objets d’art.




  Ideas already jumping like popcorn,




  I climbed down but had not gone very far




  Between that old Dakota and the car




  When what they told me stretched the uncrossed space




  Into a universe. No tears were shed.




  Forgive me, but I hardly felt a trace




  Of grief. Just sudden fear your being dead




  So soon had left us disinherited.




  You were the one who gave us the green light




  To get out there and seek experience,




  Since who could equal you at sitting tight




  Until the house around you grew immense?




  Your bleak bifocal gaze was so intense,




  Hull stood for England, England for the world –




  The whole caboodle crammed into one room.




  Above your desk all of creation swirled




  For you to look through with increasing gloom,




  Or so your poems led us to assume.




  Yet even with your last great work ‘Aubade’




  (To see death clearly, did you pull it close?)




  The commentator must be on his guard




  Lest he should overlook the virtuose




  Technique which makes majestic the morose.




  The truth is that you revelled in your craft.




  Profound glee charged your sentences with wit.




  You beat them into stanza form and laughed:




  They didn’t sound like poetry one bit,




  Except for being absolutely it.




  Described in English written at its best




  The worst of life remains a bitch to face




  But is more shared, which leaves us less depressed –




  Pleased the condition of the human race,




  However desperate, is touched with grace.




  The seeming paradox is a plain fact –




  You brought us all together on your own.




  Your saddest lyric is a social act.




  A bedside manner in your graveyard tone




  Suggests that at the last we aren’t alone.




  You wouldn’t have agreed, of course. You said




  Without equivocation that life ends




  With him who lived it definitely dead




  And buried, after which event he tends




  To spend a good deal less time with his friends.




  But you aren’t here to argue. Where you are




  By now is anybody’s guess but yours.




  I’m five miles over Crete in a Tristar




  Surrounded by the orchestrated snores




  Induced by some old film of Roger Moore’s.




  Things will be tougher now you’ve proved your point,




  By leaving early, that the man upstairs




  Neither controls what happens in the joint




  We call the world, nor noticeably cares.




  While being careful not to put on airs,




  It is perhaps the right time to concede




  That life is all downhill from here on in.




  For doing justice to it, one will need,




  If not in the strict sense a sense of sin,




  More gravitas than fits into a grin.




  But simply staying put makes no one you.




  Those who can’t see the world in just one street




  Must see the world. What else is there to do




  Except face inescapable defeat




  Flat out in a first-class reclining seat?




  You heard the reaper in the Brynmor Jones




  Library cough behind your swivel chair.




  I had to hear those crocodiles crunch bones,




  Like cars compressed for scrap, before the hair




  Left on my head stood straight up in the air.




  You saw it all in little. You dug deep.




  A lesser man needs coarser stimuli,




  Needs coruscating surfaces . . . needs sleep.




  I’m very rarely conscious when I fly.




  Not an event in life. To sleep. To die.




  I wrote that much, then conked out over Rome,




  Dreamed I’d been sat on by a buffalo,




  Woke choking as we tilted down for home,




  And now see, for once cloudless, the pale glow




  Of evening on the England you loved so




  And spoke for in a way she won’t forget.




  The quiet voice whose resonance seemed vast




  Even while you lived, and which has now been set




  Free by the mouth that shaped it shutting fast,




  Stays with us as you turn back to the past –




  Your immortality complete at last.




  





  Jet Lag in Tokyo




  Flat feet kept Einstein out of the army.




  The Emperor’s horse considers its position.




  In Akasaka men sit down and weep




  Because the night must end.




  At Chez Oz I discussed my old friend’s sex change




  With a lovely woman who, I later learned,




  Had also had one. The second movement




  Of the Mahler Seventh on my Boodo Kahn




  Above the North Pole spoke to me like you.




  Neutrinos from 1987A




  Arrived in the Kamikande bubble chamber




  Three hours before the light. Shinjuku neon




  Is dusted with submicroscopic diamonds.




  Our belled cat keeps blackbirds up to scratch




  With the fierce face of a tiger from the wall




  Of the Ko-hojo in the Nanzen-ji, Kyoto.




  You would not have been looking for me,




  God told Pascal,




  If you had not found me.




  What will we do with those Satsuma pots




  When the sun dies? Our Meissen vieux Saxe girl




  Was fired three times. The car will be OK:




  A Volkswagen can take anything.




  An age now since I wrote about your beauty,




  How rare it is. Tonight I am reminded.




  Sue-Ellen Ewing says Gomen nasai.




  Perhaps the Emperor’s horse is awake also.




  I think this time I’ve gone too far too fast.




  





  The Light Well




  

    Nacimos en un país libre que nos legaron nuestros padres, y primero se hundirá la Isla en el mar antes que consintamos en ser esclavos de

    nadie.




    –Fidel Castro, La historia me absolverá


  




  From Playa de Giron the two-lane blacktop




  Sticks to the shoreline of the Bay of Pigs –




  The swamp’s fringe on your left showing the sea




  Through twisted trees, the main swamp on your right –




  Until the rocks and tangled roots give way




  To the soft white sand of Playa Larga,




  The other beach of the invasion. Here




  Their armour got stopped early. At Giron




  They pushed their bridgehead inland a few miles




  And held out for two days. From the air




  Their old B-26s fell in flames.




  High-profile Shermans doddered, sat like ducks




  And were duly dealt with. Fidel’s tanks,




  Fresh in from Russia and as fast as cars,




  Dismembered everything the Contras had,




  Even the ships that might have got them out.




  Also the People, who were meant to rise –




  Chuffed at the thought of being once again




  Free to cut cane all day for one peso




  On land owned by the United Fruit Company –




  Unaccountably stayed where they were. The swamp




  Didn’t notice a thing. The crocodiles




  Haven’t given it a thought in years,




  Though wayward bombs from 4.2" mortars




  Must, at the time, have made some awfully big




  Holes in the mud. Apart from the vexed question




  Of which genius ever picked it as the venue




  For a military initiative whose chance




  Paled beside that of a snowball in Hell,




  The area holds no mysteries. Except one.




  Somewhere about a mile along the road,




  Look to the right and you can see a hint




  Of what might be a flat spot in the swamp.




  It is. A sketchy dirt track through the trees




  Leads to a pool just forty feet across




  Connected to the sea at such a depth




  That though as clear as air and always calm




  It shades down into darkness. Sufferers




  From vertigo can’t swim there. Parrot fish




  Like clockwork paperweights on crystal shelves,




  Their colour schemes preposterous, exchange




  Positions endlessly. Shadows below




  Look no more dense than purity compressed




  Or light packed tight. Things were clear-cut




  At that great moment of assault repulsed,




  The victors proud yet chivalrous to a fault.




  White flags, no matter how unsavoury




  The hands that held them, were respected. Two




  Of Batista’s most notorious torturers,




  Still wearing their original dark glasses




  (Through which they’d both looked forward to a prompt




  Resumption of a glittering career),




  Were singled out and shot, but otherwise




  Nobody missed a change of socks. They all




  Got shipped back undamaged to Miami –




  A better deal than they’d have handed out.




  That day the Cuban revolution showed




  A cleanliness which in the memory




  Dazzles the more for how it has been spoiled:




  What had to happen sullied by what might




  Have been avoided, had those flagrant beards




  Belonged to wiser heads – or so we think,




  We who were young and thrilled and now are neither.




  Credit where credit’s due, though. Let’s be fair.




  Children cut cane here still, but go to school,




  And don’t get sick; or, if they do, don’t die.




  La cienega is a charnel house no longer,




  And in this pool, which they call El Senote,




  Young workers float at lunchtime like tree frogs




  Poised on an air column. Things have improved




  In some ways, so when they get worse in others




  It’s easier to blame Reagan than accept




  The plain fact that the concentrated power




  Which makes sick babies well must break grown men –




  The logic so obvious it’s blinding.




  From armchairs far away we watch the brilliant




  Picture grow dim with pain. On the Isle of Pines




  The men who wear dark glasses late at night




  Are back in business. Anyone smart enough




  To build a raft from inner tubes and rope




  Would rather run the gauntlet of the sharks




  On the off-chance of encountering Florida




  Than take the risk of listening to one more




  Speech by Fidel – who, in his unrelenting




  Urge to find friends among the non-aligned




  Countries, now heaps praise on the regime




  Of the Ayatollah Khomeini. Russian oil




  Pollutes Havana. How opaque, we feel,




  Those erstwhile glories have become, how sad –




  Preferring, on the whole, to leave it there




  Than enter beyond one long, ravished glance




  That cistern filled with nothing but the truth,




  Which we partake of but may not possess




  Unless we go too deep and become lost,




  By pressure of transparency confounded –




  Trusting our eyes instead of turning back,




  Drawn down by clarity into the dark,




  Crushed by the prospect of enlightenment,




  Our lungs bursting like a revelation.




  





  The Artificial Horizon




  

    Deus gubernat navem


  




  The artificial horizon is no false dawn




  But a tool to locate you in the sky.




  A line has been drawn.




  If it tilts, it is you that are awry.




  Trust it and not your eye.




  Or trust your eye, but no further than it goes




  To the artificial horizon.




  Only if that froze




  Would you look out for something on the level




  And pray you didn’t spot it too late.




  To stay straight




  You can’t just follow your nose –




  Except when the true horizon’s there.




  But how often is that?




  The sea at sunset shades into the air.




  A white cloud, a night black as your hat –




  What ground you glimpse might be at an angle,




  While looking flat.




  So the artificial horizon is a court




  Of appeal, your first line of defence




  And last resort:




  A token world whose import is immense.




  Though it seem unreal,




  If it moves it can’t be broken.




  Believe that it makes sense




  Or else be brought up short.




  The artificial horizon




  Is your Dr Johnson:




  It’s got its own slant.




  It says clear your mind of cant.




  





  What Happened to Auden




  His stunning first lines burst out of the page




  Like a man thrown through a windscreen. His flat drawl




  Was acrid with the spirit of the age –




  The spy’s last cigarette, the hungry sprawl




  Of Hornby clockwork train sets in ‘O’ gauge,




  Huge whitewashed slogans on a factory wall –




  It was as if a spotlight when he spoke




  Brilliantly pierced the histrionic smoke.




  Unsentimental as the secret police,




  Contemporary as a Dinky Toy,




  On holiday in Iceland with MacNeice,




  A flop-haired Cecil Beaton golden boy,




  Auden pronounced like Pericles to Greece




  The short time Europe had left to enjoy,




  Yet made it sound as if impending doom




  Could only ventilate the drawing room.




  Splendidly poised above the ashtray’s rim,




  The silver record-breaking aeroplane




  For streamlined utterance could not match him.




  Oblique but no more often than the rain,




  Impenetrable only to the dim,




  Neurotic merely not to be insane,




  He seemed to make so much sense all at once




  Anyone puzzled called himself a dunce.




  Cricket pavilion lust looked a touch twee




  Even to devotees, but on the whole,




  Apart from harsh reviews in Scrutiny,




  All hailed his triumph in Cassandra’s role,




  Liking the chic he gave her, as if she




  Wore ankle-strap high heels and a mink stole –




  His ambiguity just further proof




  Here was a man too proud to stand aloof.




  By now, of course, we know he was in fact




  As queer as a square grape, a roaring queen




  Himself believing the forbidden act




  Of love he made a meal of was obscene.




  He could be crass and generally lacked tact.




  He had no truck with personal hygiene.




  The roughest trade would seldom stay to sleep.




  In soiled sheets he was left alone to weep.




  From the Kurfürstendamm to far Shanghai




  He cruised in every sense with Isherwood.




  Sadly he gave the talent the glad eye




  And got out while the going was still good.




  New York is where his genius went to die




  Say those who disapproved, but though they could




  Be right that he lost much of his allure,




  Whether this meant decline is not so sure.




  Compatriots who stuck it out have said




  Guilt for his getaway left him unmanned,




  Whereat his taproot shrivelled and went dead,




  Having lost contact with its native land.




  Some say it was the sharing of his bed




  With the one man nobody else could stand




  That did him in, since poets can’t afford




  The deadly risk of conjugal concord.




  But Chester made bliss hard enough to take,




  And Wystan, far from pining for his roots,




  Gaily tucked into the unrationed steak.




  An international figure put out shoots.




  Stravinsky helped the progress of the rake:




  Two cultural nabobs were in cahoots.




  No, Auden ageing was as much at home




  On the world stage as Virgil was in Rome,




  If less than salonfähig still. Regret




  By all accounts he sparingly displayed




  When kind acquaintances appeared upset,




  Their guest rooms wrecked as if by an air raid.




  He would forgive himself and soon forget.




  Pig-like he revelled in the mess he made,




  Indecorous the more his work lost force,




  Devoid of shame. Devoured, though, by remorse,




  For had he not gazed into the abyss




  And found, as Nietzsche warned, that it gazed back?




  His wizardry was puerile next to this.




  No spark of glamour touched the railway track




  That took whole populations to the hiss




  Of cyanide and stoked the chimney stack




  Scattering ash above a vast expanse




  Of industry bereft of all romance.




  The pit cooled down but still he stood aghast




  At how far he had failed to state the case




  With all those tricks that now seemed so half-arsed.




  The inconceivable had taken place.




  Waking to find his wildest dreams outclassed




  He felt his tongue must share in the disgrace,




  And henceforth be confined, in recompense,




  To no fine phrase devoid of plain prose sense.




  The bard unstrung his lyre to change his tune,




  Constrained his inspiration to repent.




  Dry as the wind abrading a sand dune,




  A tightly drafted letter of intent,




  Each rubric grew incisive like a rune,




  Merest suggestions became fully meant.




  The ring of truth was in the level tone




  He forged to fit hard facts and praise limestone.




  His later manner leaves your neck-hair flat,




  Not standing up as Housman said it should




  When poetry has been achieved. For that,




  In old age Auden simply grew too good.




  A mortal fear of talking through his hat,




  A moral mission to be understood




  Precisely, made him extirpate the thrill




  Which, being in his gift, was his to kill.




  He wound up as a poor old fag at bay,




  Beleaguered in the end as at the start




  By dons appalled that he could talk all day




  And not draw breath although pissed as a fart,




  But deep down he had grown great, in a way




  Seen seldom in the history of his art –




  Whose earthly limits Auden helped define




  By realizing he was not divine.




  





  Last Night the Sea Dreamed It Was Greta Scacchi




  

    

      Last night the sea dreamed it was Greta Scacchi.




      It wakes unruffled, lustrous, feeling sweet –




      Not one breath of scandal has ever touched it.




      At a higher level, the rain has too much power.




      Grim clouds conspire to bring about its downfall.




      The squeeze is on, there is bound to be a shake-out.




      The smug sea and the sky that will soon go bust




      Look like antagonists, but don’t be fooled:




      They understand each other very well.




      We are caught between the hammer and the anvil.




      Our bodies, being umpteen per cent water,




      Are in this thing up to the neck at least.




      If you want to feel detached from a panorama,




      Try the Sahara. Forget about Ayers Rock –




      The sea was once all over it like a rash.




      The water in the opal makes it lovely,




      Also unlucky. If not born in October




      You might be wearing a cloudburst for a pendant.




      The ban on flash photography is lifted.




      The reception area expectantly lights up.




      No contest. It’s just life. Don’t try to fight it –




      You’ll only get wet through, and we are that




      Already. Every dimple in the swell




      Is a drop in the ocean, but then who isn’t?




      No, nothing about women is more sensual




      Than their sea smell. Look at her lying there,




      Taking what comes and spreading it on her skin –




      The cat, she’s using her cream as moisturizer.




      Milt Jackson’s mallets bounce on silver leaves.




      Strafed by cool riffs she melts in silent music:




      Once we walked out on her, but we’ll be back.


    


  




  





  Drama in the Soviet Union




  When Kaganovich, brother-in-law of Stalin,




  Left the performance barely halfway through,




  Meyerhold must have known that he was doomed,




  Yet ran behind the car until he fell.




  In Pravda he’d been several times condemned




  For Stubborn Formalism. The ill will




  Of the All Highest himself was common knowledge,




  Proved by a mud slide of denunciations




  And rubbed in by the fact that the Great Teacher




  Had never personally entered the theatre




  Which this enemy of the people had polluted




  With attitudes hostile to the State.




  Thus Meyerhold was a dead man of long standing:




  Behind the big black car it was a corpse




  That ran, a skull that gasped for air,




  Bare bone that flailed and then collapsed.




  His dear friend Shostakovich later said




  How glad he was that he had never seen




  Poor Meyerhold like that. Which was perhaps




  Precisely why this giant of his art




  Did such a thing: to dramatize the fear




  Which had already eaten him alive




  And make it live.




  Stalin, meanwhile,




  Who didn’t need to see how it was done




  To know that the director’s trick of staging




  A scene so it could never be forgotten




  Had to be stamped on, was the acknowledged master




  Of the one theatrical effect that mattered –




  He knew how to make people disappear.




  So Meyerhold, having limped home, plummeted




  Straight through the trapdoor to oblivion.




  Nobody even registered surprise.




  Specific memories were not permitted.




  People looked vague, as if they didn’t have them.




  In due course his widow, too, was murdered –




  Stabbed in the eyes, allegedly by thieves.




  





  Budge up




  Flowering cherry pales to brush-stroke pink at blossom fall




  Like watermelon bitten almost to the rind.




  It is in his mind because the skin is just that colour




  Hot on her tight behind




  As she lies in the bath, a Bonnard flipped like a flapjack.




  His big black towel turns a naiad to a dryad,




  No pun intended. Then,




  An unwrapped praline,




  She anoints herself with liberal Oil of Ulay.




  It looks like fun.




  Her curved fingers leave a few streaks not rubbed in.




  He says: here, let me help.




  The night is young but not as young as she is




  And he is older than the hills.




  Sweet sin




  Swallows him at a gulp.




  While cherry blossom suds dry on the lawn




  Like raspberry soda




  He attends the opening of the blue tulip




  Mobbed at the stage door by forget-me-nots.




  For a short season




  He basks in her reflected glory.




  Pathetic fallacy,




  Dispelled by the clattering plastic rake.




  





  Bring Me the Sweat of Gabriela Sabatini




  Bring me the sweat of Gabriela Sabatini




  For I know it tastes as pure as Malvern water,




  Though laced with bright bubbles like the aqua minerale




  That melted the kidney stones of Michelangelo




  As sunlight the snow in spring.




  Bring me the sweat of Gabriela Sabatini




  In a green Lycergus cup with a sprig of mint,




  But add no sugar –




  The bitterness is what I want.




  If I craved sweetness I would be asking you to bring me




  The tears of Annabel Croft.




  I never asked for the wristbands of Maria Bueno,




  Though their periodic transit of her glowing forehead




  Was like watching a bear’s tongue lap nectar.




  I never asked for the blouse of Françoise Durr,




  Who refused point-blank to improve her soufflé serve




  For fear of overdeveloping her upper arm –




  Which indeed remained delicate as a fawn’s femur,




  As a fern’s frond under which cool shadows gather




  So that the dew lingers.




  Bring me the sweat of Gabriela Sabatini




  And give me credit for having never before now




  Cried out with longing.




  Though for all the years since TV acquired colour




  To watch Wimbledon for even a single day




  Has left me shaking with grief like an ex-smoker




  Locked overnight in a cigar factory,




  Not once have I let loose as now I do




  The parched howl of deprivation,




  The croak of need.




  Did I ever demand, as I might well have done,




  The socks of Tracy Austin?




  Did you ever hear me call for the cast-off Pumas




  Of Hana Mandlikova?




  Think what might have been distilled from these things,




  And what a small request it would have seemed –




  It would not, after all, have been like asking




  For something so intimate as to arouse suspicion




  Of mental derangement.




  I would not have been calling for Carling Bassett’s knickers




  Or the tingling, Teddy Tinling B-cup brassière




  Of Andrea Temesvari.




  Yet I denied myself.




  I have denied myself too long.




  If I had been Pat Cash at that great moment




  Of triumph, I would have handed back the trophy




  Saying take that thing away




  And don’t let me see it again until




  It spills what makes this lawn burst into flower:




  Bring me the sweat of Gabriela Sabatini.




  In the beginning there was Gorgeous Gussie Moran




  And even when there was just her it was tough enough,




  But by now the top hundred boasts at least a dozen knockouts




  Who make it difficult to keep one’s tongue




  From lolling like a broken roller blind.




  Out of deference to Billie-Jean I did my best




  To control my male chauvinist urges –




  An objectivity made easier to achieve




  When Betty Stove came clumping out to play




  On a pair of what appeared to be bionic legs




  Borrowed from Six Million Dollar Man.




  I won’t go so far as to say I harbour




  Similar reservations about Steffi Graf –




  I merely note that her thigh muscles when tense




  Look interchangeable with those of Boris Becker –




  Yet all are agreed that there can be no doubt




  About Martina Navratilova:




  Since she lent her body to Charles Atlas




  The definition of the veins on her right forearm




  Looks like the Mississippi river system




  Photographed from a satellite,




  And though she may unleash a charming smile




  When crouching to dance at the ball with Ivan Lendl,




  I have always found to admire her yet remain detached




  Has been no problem.




  But when the rain stops long enough for the true beauties




  To come out swinging under the outshone sun,




  The spectacle is hard for a man to take,




  And in the case of this supernally graceful dish –




  Likened to a panther by slavering sports reporters
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