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To Prue




Or v’è sola una piuma, che all’invito


Del vento esita, palpita leggera:


Qual sogno antico in anima severa


Fuggente sempre e non ancor fuggito.


Pascoli







A single feather sought out by the wind


Hesitates and lightly trembles,


As an old desire remains in a strict soul:


Always about to fly but not yet flown.







Quod si inseris me lyricis vatibus,


feriam sidera sublimi vertici.


Horace







If you rank me with the lyric poets,


my exalted head shall strike the stars.





Each man starts with his very first breath


To devise shrewd means for outwitting death.


James Cagney
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Introduction


For this collection I have chosen, from a lifetime’s work in verse, only those poems and lyrics that I believe might stand alone. Previous selections – Other Passports, The Book of My Enemy and Opal Sunset – were already winnowings, and this volume makes even more of a point out of setting things aside that once cost many nights of labour. At the time, I thought that anything I wrote was indispensable, but eventually, sometimes after only a decade or so, a sense of proportion came to the rescue. With a few exceptions, my longer poems have been left out on the grounds that they were tied to their time; although one day Peregrine Prykke’s Pilgrimage might return in a book of its own, because its picture of the London Literary World still strikes me as true even if most of its cast have by now been carried from the stage. The excitement of that clueless young man as he took his place among the poets and the critics was still with him as he met his doom.


Excitement and poetry ought never to be alien to one another, but there is always a tendency, in the homeland of poetry in English, to look on the fabulously rich literary heritage as an established church. The privilege of the American, Irish and Australian poets – not to mention poets from Canada, South Africa, New Zealand, India and the Caribbean, and there might be one from Belize – is to provide fresh reminders that the tradition is not a litany, but a permanent upheaval, not to say a carnival. As an Australian in England for more than half a century, I have never felt cause to stop setting some of my poems in my homeland. The British readership likes hearing about it, and nowadays even the Americans can make a fair stab at guessing where Australia is. As for the critics, guardians of the ramparts, eventually they have to listen to the readers: and anyway the jokes about Australian culture being a contradiction in terms are by now so out of date that only a politician would use them, out of his head on Australian wine as he does so. There are quite a few poems about Australia here, even more of them near the end than near the beginning; but really they are all about the English language, which is the powerhouse at the heart of the subject. Even a poem about nothing would have to be about that.


Poems about nothing can be useful to anyone who wants to combine cult status with academic respectability, but that combination always struck me as something dependent on an abstract concept of literature, instead of arising from the sung lyricism of the English lyric before Shakespeare – the same sung lyricism that my daughters heard when they bopped around with Abba’s greatest hits blasting in their headphones, and that is heard today by my granddaughter, aged ten, as she contemplates on YouTube the enthralling intricacies of Taylor Swift singing ‘We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together’. When the poem strays too far from the song it risks death by refinement. Luckily, from my Cambridge Footlights days onward, I was in a position to test this idea through my working partnership with Pete Atkin. Some of the lyrics I wrote for him are here. The music is on his albums, and shows what the form and its punctuation are meant to be like: but the lyric on the page still has the phrasing, which, for me, is the bedrock of the whole thing. If a poem or a lyric does not end up studded with turns of phrase that I had no idea were going to happen, I should not have begun it.


But it’s easy to lay down the law now, when the light is fading. The trick is to follow your creative principles in the long years before you even know how to define them. I hope that younger readers, especially, will find this book to be a progression from one clarity to the next, even when it seems like one mystery after another. That’s just how it was for me.


Cambridge 2016




Early Poems




As I See You


As I see you


Crystals grow


Leaves chime


Roses flow


As I touch you


Tables turn


Towers lean


Witches burn


As I leave you


Lenses shiver


Flags fall


Show’s over




The Deep Six


Because the leaves relaxing on the water


Arrange themselves in attitudes of death


Like mannequins who practise languor


I know it must be autumn in the sea.


When the time comes for me to take you there


Through hanging gardens, and all colour trails away


To leave your eyes entirely my secret


And your hair like smoke rising


You will never learn from me about the winter


That will keep us locked at wrist and lips for ever


Like a broken clockwork model of a kiss


When everything is over, where we came from.




Berowra Waters, New South Wales


The seas of the moon are white on white towards evening


Kingfisher strikes head out on the deck for the trees


Veils of tulle are drawn by the dragonflies


The treetops shudder to silence like coins set spinning.


Fireships of cirrus assemble and ride in the west


Tracksuit trousers go on, and a second sweater


Baiting for low-level fish is like writing a letter


To someone whose last name you caught but whose first you missed.


The sun goes over the hill with a whole day’s flames


The bottles fluoresce going down, like silver spiders


The old astronomers’ animals graze the fields of stars


The guttering cirrus drops on the tide to the Sea of Dreams.




The Morning from Cremorne, Sydney Harbour


Someone sets it


Turning again,


Dumps of junk


Jewellery doing


Their slow burn:


Bonbons spill, and a


Rocket rips,


Pops, goes haywire


Inside the head


Of an emerald pit


Some con man sold


Who’s dead, perhaps.


With each night showing


Your share less


You weep for the careless


Day’s use:


A play of light


That folds each night


While the milkmen dress.


Con man, milkman,


Someone wires


The light traps,


Ice fires:


The hail-fall blazing


Trails to dawn


That will take the wraps


Of white glass wool


From the warships


Coming into their own


Cold steel.



The Lady in Mourning at Camelot


Before the tournament began


She walked abroad in sable sack:


Embattled knights rang hollow when


They tapped each other on the back


And pointed


(Get the one in black)


All plumage is but camouflage


To shapeliness, this lady knew,


And brilliants shame the lips and eyes:


Simplicity, not sadness, so


Became her


(Check. She stole the show)




Four Poems about Porpoises


I


Swallows in leotards


Burrowing holes


Submarine termites


Quicksilver moles


Dazzling galleries


Spiralling aisles


Daydreams in sunlight


Sinking for miles


Hurtling shuttles


Trip up and flee –


Porpoises, weaving


A shot-silk sea.


II


In Operation Silent Sails


For submarines at sea last night


The porpoises, on fire with fright


Blew every tube in Fylingdales.


III


I take one look and I know I’m dreaming –


Planing fins and the colour streaming


Boundary layers in the mind.


I take a breath and I’m sure I’m stalling –


Looping blades and the harvest falling:


Grain blown back like a bugle calling


Light brigades along the wind.


I take my ease and I’m scared I’m ageing –


Stunting jets and a war game raging;


Seas are riddled, undermined.


I take my leave and I know I’m crying


Tears I’ll be a lifetime drying,


The tree house down and the peach tree dying


Home behind.


IV


Porpoises move


Through tunnels of love.



The Banishment


Ma fu’ io solo, là dove sofferto 
fu per ciascun di tòrre via Fiorenza, 
colui che la difesi a viso aperto.


Blemishes age


The Arno tonight


The lamps on the bridges


Piledrive light


Kinky bright krisses


Bent new pin


Opal portcullises


Lychees in gin


Bean-rows of breakable


Stakes going in


Chinese brass burnishes.


Pearlshell caskets


Tumble plunder


Soft rose ledges


Give, go under


Bolts of lamé


Fray


Sunder.


If you open slowly


Eyes half crying


That whole flowing


Blurs like dying


Chi’en-Lung


Colours


Run.


Pinking scissors


Choke on velvet:


Cut-throat razors


Rust in claret.




The Crying Need for Snow


It’s cold without the softness of a fall


Of snow to give these scenes a common bond


And though, besotted on a viewless rime,


The ducks can do their standing-on-the-pond


Routine that leaves you howling, all in all


We need some snow to hush the whole thing up.


The ducks can do their flatfoot-waterfool


Mad act that leaves you helpless, but in fine


We need their footprints in a higher field


Made pure powder, need their wig-wag line


Of little kites pressed in around the pool:


An afternoon of snow should cover that.


Some crystalline precipitate should throw


Its multifarious weightlessness around


For half a day and paint the whole place out,


Bring back a soft regime to bitter ground:


An instant plebiscite would vote for snow


So overwhelmingly if we could call it now.


An afternoon of snow should cover that


Milk-bottle neck bolt upright in the slime


Fast frozen at the pond’s edge, brutal there:


We need to see junk muffled, whitewashed grime,


Lean brittle ice grown comfortably fat,


A world prepared to take our footprints in.


A world prepared to take our footprints in


Needs painting out, needs be a finer field:


So overwhelmingly, if we could call it now,


The fluffy stuff would prime it: it would yield


To lightest step, be webbed and toed and heeled,


Pushed flat, smoothed off, heaped high, pinched anyhow,


Yet be inviolable. Put like that,


Gently, the cold makes sense. Snow links things up.




The Glass Museum


In cabinets no longer clear, each master’s exhibit


Of Murano-manufactured glass has the random look,


Chipped and dusty with eclectic descriptive cards,


Of the chemistry set the twelve-year-old abandons,


The test tubes cracked, the pipette choked solid with dirt:


A work-with-your-hands vocation that never took


And was boxed away near the bottom of the cupboard


Between the clockwork Hornby and the Coldstream Guards.


The supreme exemplars, Ferro, Bigaglia, Radi;


Their prize examples, goblet, bottle and dish;


These classical clearings overgrown in a lifetime


By a jungle of tabular triumphs and tendrilled fish,


Dummy ceramics tricked out with a hand-faked Guardi,


Tubular chandeliers like a mine of serpents:


Age in, age out, the demand was supplied for wonders,


And talent discovered bravura could pay like crime –


To the death of taste and the ruin of common sense.


So the few good things shine on in the junk museum –


A dish with a milk-white helix imprisoned inside,


Miniature polychrome craters and pocket amphoras


Flambeau-skinned like an oil slick slimmed by the tide –


While more global-minded than ever the buyers come


By the jet-load lot into Marco Polo to order


Solid glass sharks complete with sucking remoras


Or thigh-high vases certain to sell like a bomb


Whether north of Bering Strait or south of the Border,


As throughout the island the furnaces roar all day


And they crate the stuff in wood wool to barge it across


To Venice which flogs it direct or else ships it away


And must know by now these gains add up to a loss


But goes on steadily selling itself down the river.


In Sydney years ago when my eyes were wider


I would shuffle the midway sawdust at the Easter Show


As the wonder-boy from Murano rolled pipes of glass


In the furnace-glow underneath a sailcloth roof


And expelled his marvellous breath into gleaming spheres


Which abruptly assumed the shape of performing seals,


Silvered inside and no heavier than a moth –


Between the Hall of Mirrors and the Pygmy Princess


Across from the Ferris wheel and the Wall of Death.




The Young Australian Rider, P. G. Burman


Philip Burman bought an old five hundred


Side-valve BSA for twenty quid.


Unlicensed as they were, both it and him,


He poker-faced ecstatically rode home


In second gear, one of the two that worked,


And everything that subsequently could be done


To make ‘her’ powerful and bright, he did:


Inside a year she fled beneath the sun


Symphonically enamelled black and plated chrome.


At eighteen years of age he gave up food,


Beer and all but the casual cigarette


To lay his slim apprentice money out


On extra bits like a special needle jet


For a carb the makers never knew about.


Gradually the exhaust note waxed more lewd,


Compression soared, he fitted stiffer springs


To keep the valves from lagging at their duties.


The decibels edged up, the neighbours nearly sued,


Hand over fist that breathed-on bike grew wings


Until her peak lay in the naughty nineties.


Evenings after school I’d bolt my meal


And dive around to his place. In the back


Veranda where he slept and dressed he’d have


Her roaring with her back wheel off the floor


Apocalyptically – the noise killed flies –


Her uncased primary chain a singing blur.


His pet Alsatian hid behind a stack


Of extra wheels, and on the mantelpiece


A balsa Heinkel jiggled through imagined skies.


There was a weekend that we took her out


To Sutherland to sprint the flying mile


Against a mob of Tiger Hundreds. I


Sat wild-eyed and saw his style tell,


Streaming the corners like remembered trails.


They topped him, nearly all of them, but still


They stood around and got the story. ‘What


It cost? No bull?’ And when we thundered home


I sat the pillion, following his line


Through corners with the drag behind my back


Plucking and fluttering my shirt like sails,


Dreaming his dreams for him of AVUS Track,


Of Spa, the Ring, the Isle of Man TT,


The Monza Autodromo and the magic words, Grand Prix.


Two years later, on my spine at Ingleburn


Just after I came back from leave, I thought


Out piece by piece what must have happened.


He was older, and the bike was new: I’d seen


It briefly the year before and heard the things


He planned to do to it. Another BSA,


Still a push-rod job but OHV at least;


One-lung three-fifty. Home-made swinging arm


Both front and rear, a red-hot shaven head,


Light piston, special rings – the heavy stuff.


We lost contact. I kept hearing off and on


How broke he was from racing and improving her.


One Saturday while I practised the Present


With Bayonet Fixed, a thousand entities


In bullring splendour of precision blaze


To gladden hearts of all who’d guard our shores,


He banked through Dunlop Corner at Mount Druitt


Leading a pack of AJ7Rs –


All camshaft jobs, but not a patch on him.


A fork collapsed. The bike kicked up and paused,


Her throttle stuck wide open, as he sprawled


With helpless hours to watch her pitch and toss


Like some slow-motion diver on a screen


Before the chain came down across his throat.


I had leave the evening after. Halfway down


The street a neighbour told me at her gate,


And then another neighbour – they were all


Ready and willing, full of homilies


And clucking hindsight. And, I’ll give them this,


Of grief, too. He was noisy, but they’d liked him –


‘Phil killed himself at Druitt yesterday.’


It’s not that I felt nothing. I felt nothingness


Pluck at the armpits of my loose KDs


And balsa models jiggled on their shelves


While soaring roadways hurtled, shoulder high.


I had one thought before I turned away:


The trouble is, with us, we overreach ourselves.




A Line and a Theme from Noam Chomsky1


Furiously sleep; ideas green; colourless


Sweet dreams just lately ain’t been had.


Sweat smells like the colour of the jungle.


Things looked bad then. They go on looking bad.


No question Charlie asked for what he got


Below from us, from up there by the jets;


Else their I D-ola G’d’ve prevailed,


They’d’ve swum here and stole our TV sets.


We lined ’em up, we knocked ’em down; we smoked.


We finished off what we’d been told to do.


Back stateside I expected to forget


How heads look when an M16 gets through.


Green nightmares; pillow strangled; sheets mussed up


By day a ‘Go’ light stops me in my tracks.


Shades don’t help: they make the whole works green.


A night’s sleep is a string of heart attacks.


Furiously sleep; ideas green, colourless


Sweet dreams just lately ain’t been had.


That time our gunships hit us by mistake,


I was mad then, I mean angry. But this is mad.




The Outgoing Administration


The gods have eyes the colour of the sky.


They drink from crystal goblets full of cloud.


They laugh and sing a lot, but not aloud,


Since their appeal is mainly to the eye.


Their games become less hectic with the years,


Their wanton cries too feeble to deceive.


The very sight of them seems keen to leave:


It turns to powder like the salt of tears.


The vivid images are growing soft,


The purple robes are ceasing to wear well.


You see the azure through the muscatel


In all those grapes they’ve held so long aloft.


To think our children now will never know


How beautiful those creatures used to be,


How much more confident than you and me!


The reason why we had to let them go.




Neither One Thing Nor the Other


Sometimes I think perhaps I’m just obtuse.


Noon yesterday I took a turn through King’s.


The crippled physicist came whirring by,


No doubt preoccupied with cosmic things.


I stepped aside. Above us in the sky


A burping biplane shook a glider loose


Whose pilot, swerving sunward, must have felt


As overwhelmingly at liberty


As this man felt pinned down. Was that right, though?


To lie still yet see all might feel more free


Than not to know quite why you’re free to go.


The chair hummed off. The glider made no sound.


If I can’t fly, why am I not profound?




Le Cirque Imaginaire at Riverside Studios


In ‘The Phantom of the Clouds’ Apollinaire


Pretended to have gone downstairs to see


The acrobats, and found that when he tried


To drink in what he saw them do, it all


Turned bitter on the tongue. Pink pantaloons


Looked like decaying lungs. The fun was spoiled,


The family act more destitute than when


Picasso painted it. The War was on.


Apollinaire was in it, hence the dudgeon.


Without belittling him, you still might say


He needed horror to dilute delight,


Since childish joy to grown men feels like loss,


If only of childhood. There was a time,


Quite early in Le Cirque Imaginaire,


When Vicky Chaplin walked on the tight wire


Inverted underneath it, that I thought


I’d just turned five. Her father in his film


The Circus did a stunt like that, but had


To fake it, though with good results. He died


The death in later life, became a bore


About his immortality, which was


No longer under his control. It lives again


When his thin daughter, blessed with Oona’s looks,


Draped in sheet silver enters on all fours


High up on four tall stilts that look like six,


A basketballing insect from the depths


Of a benign nightmare.


Her husband makes


Surprises happen, just as, long ago,


With something of the same humility,


Her father could. A suitcase full of tricks


Yields up its secrets. Wherein lies the joke:


I mean the joke is that you see the way


It works. Except when the huge rabbit,


Which really couldn’t be in that red box,


Emerges to remind you that this coy


Parade of diffidence is based on full


Mastery of white magic.


Now the stage


Is full of birds and bouncing animals,


Of which only a few do not excrete.


Silk-slippered on the bare boards pipped with mire,


The happy couple take their curtain calls


And we go back into the world, which has,


No doubt, produced, while we’ve been gone,


Plenty of stuff to cut this down to size –


Car bombs in day-care centres, coups d’état


In countries whose cash crop earns in a year


Less than Evita in a so-so week,


A torture farm in California


That takes all major credit cards.


Back in


Reality it needs Apollinaire


(Who went on being right about a war


That cost him half his head) to help retrieve


My reason from the most misleading evening


We spent at the imaginary circus –


Which children shouldn’t see without a warning


Things might start looking different in the morning.




from The Book of My Enemy




POEMS





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 synecdochic 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, Przewalski’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, Banca 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 riverbank 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
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