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  Introduction




  Michael Donaghy was born to Irish parents, and grew up amongst the Irish community in the Bronx, New York. He studied at Fordham, and began a PhD at the University of Chicago.

  Becoming dismayed with academia (of his experiences at the time, he wrote ‘gradually I became aware that professing English beOcause I loved poems was like practising vivisection because I

  loved dogs’), he dropped out of the PhD programme to pursue a career in writing and in traditional Irish music. In Chicago he met his future partner, Maddy Paxman, and joined her in London in

  the mid-1980s. Here he spent the rest of his life, writing, teaching and playing music. In September 2004, Donaghy died of a brain haemorrhage. He was fifty years old. At the time of his death he

  had long been in the front rank of British poets, though his work remains inexplicably neglected in the US.




  Donaghy published only three volumes of poetry in his lifetime: Shibboleth (1988), Errata (1993) and Conjure (2000). An early US publication, Slivers, was suppressed

  – though most of the poems in that book made their way into Shibboleth, his first collection with Oxford University Press. Safest, his final collection, was published

  posthumously in 2005. It was hastily assembled from the work he had left in a folder of the same name. As appropriate as we felt it to be, this didn’t indicate his choice of the title: other

  folders containing less-finished material were marked ‘safe’ and ‘safer’. These four volumes were gathered together in his Collected Poems (2009), together with some

  juvenilia and fugitive pieces. Except for a few uncollected squibs and disjecta membra, his life’s work fits comfortably into a 240-page extent. Published at some little distance from his

  death, the Collected Poems offered us the chance to assess Donaghy’s work more disinterestedly; his poetry stood stronger for not being quite so overwhelmed by his personality, and

  turned out to be far stranger, far more serious and far more complex than most of us recalled.




  *




  When Michael Donaghy died there was a carnival of mourning: ‘well-loved’ is an obituary-speak cliché, but never was it uttered more sincerely. At the time,

  this made the task of discussing Michael’s work difficult, because all anyone seemed to want to do was talk about Michael – his kindness, his lightning-quick mind, his wisdom, his

  goofball humour, his good looks, the trail of (mostly) happy destruction he’d leave in his wake. He always had a strong inkling that his term would be cut short, and the poems are littered

  with clues and intimations; however, he compensated with some energetic living. A deadly mix of charm and vulnerability meant that, inevitably, a number of women – and a few guys –

  mistook the genuine and indiscriminate concern he expressed towards everyone for something more narrowly personal. Several seemed to think that they had drawn closer to Michael than anyone had

  before, often after only one or two encounters. This was a mistaken impression he will have been complicit in fuelling. Few knew him well, and perhaps only Maddy Paxman had any real understanding

  of the complexity of his personality, or the number and tireless imagination of his demons. But he had, as they say, a great gift for friendship: as a friend, he was deeply loyal and dependable

  (not to be confused with ‘reliable’, which was not a word anyone ever applied to him), and he would both light up and civilize any company he joined. Everyone seemed to love Michael

  – so much so that if you didn’t, it might be considered a stain on your character. More than anything else, he was at great pains to make everyone feel safe, ‘safe’

  being the one thing he rarely felt for himself. He never really stopped being a boy, in either appearance or behaviour, and I could never imagine Michael in his seventies. Neither, I am convinced,

  could he.




  Michael’s only fault was that he could be too forgiving. He loathed conflict of any kind, having seen too much of it in his childhood; he had a better sense than most that we have no time

  to indulge our recreational enmities. The worst name he had for someone was ‘fool’. As the smartest of our number by some distance, this was still a pretty terrible judgement, and was

  reserved for certain poker-faced elements within the avant-garde, and those little critics who see poetry as nothing but an excuse to have a bitchy conversation about poets. As far as Michael was

  concerned, poetry was a force for enlightenment, for compassionate wisdom – and there was enough alienation, bitterness, cacophony and fragmentation in the world already without recruiting

  poetry, of all things, to contribute more.




  I know several poets who will take no advice because they think they know exactly what they’re doing. A few are correct, but most would benefit from thinking otherwise. We all lose

  perspective, we all suffer lapses of judgement, taste, intelligence and technique, and we are all our own blindspots. Michael was a genuine exception. I first met him at Colin Falck’s poetry

  workshop in Hampstead in the late eighties; we were introduced through a close friend of his, my then-partner, the American poet Eva Salzman. Donaghy was already something of a star, having won the

  Whitbread Poetry Prize with his first collection, Shibboleth.




  In the workshop, Michael would thoughtfully nod at every suggestion, dutifully write down every comment, and thank everyone for their insight and assistance. In the four or five years we

  attended those meetings, I saw almost no evidence of him changing a single word as a result of anything anyone said.1 He was there for the craic, and

  little else. As well as his friend for fifteen years, I was Michael’s editor at Picador, after the OUP list folded. Trying to edit Michael was pretty much a waste of time. I don’t doubt

  he’d have listened if I’d had anything sensible to contribute; but his poems were always wholly finished, perfectly balanced and interlocked constructions, like those self-supporting

  wooden bridges built without nails or bolts, and held together by nothing but the genius of their own engineering. He would occasionally concede the odd comma, but only, I suspect, out of pity. I

  would invariably find that he’d reinserted it in the proofs. Of recent poets, I can think of only two or three who possessed his ability to work a poem’s elements into such a convincing

  unity.




  Charisma – which Michael had in abundance – tends to be one of the loudest qualities we can possess, and it often simplifies the work. It’s also a volatile quality, and usually

  burns off within a year of the death of the author, when we’re then free to move on to biographical distortions. Charisma in the quantity and concentration Michael had it, alas, is more of a

  problem, because it suffuses the work itself. Too many still think of Michael’s work as merely elegant, charming and witty, since these are the qualities it most obviously embodies. His

  poetry is certainly all those things. But Michael was also possessed by fear, guilt, insecurity, paranoia, fatalism and a deeply buried anger, and these are inscribed in the work too. Far more

  significantly, the poems are evidence of an exceptional literary intelligence. The fact he managed to get so many of these poems past us as ‘entertainments’ was in itself a miraculous

  confidence trick.




  Partly, his motivation was neurotic. We all want to be loved, but Donaghy made sure of it. He was a hilariously funny and spellbinding performer, who would always recite from memory, reasoning

  that if he couldn’t remember his own poems no one else was likely to either. The poems, too, are performances, designed to entertain first; but what your mind had been asked to

  entertain was something else again. Often it turned out to be a far stranger guest than the one who’d turned up all hail-fellow-well-met on the doorstep. Donaghy’s aim was always to hit

  the temporal lobes and the solar plexus simultaneously, but the lower blow is always landed first: sometimes the visceral punch or sheer entertainment value was so strong, a reader might be

  inclined to defer the poem’s intellectual pleasures indefinitely. These complexities are often further disguised by Donaghy’s Frost-like ability to make densely nuanced arguments

  through very simple language and statement. (I should add that his poetry was occasionally dismissed – and, I suspect, will continue to be – by that class of critic who can only

  acknowledge the existence of complexity when it has announced itself in what they feel is language of appropriately commensurate difficulty.)




  Most of his poems start with a dramatic proposition that makes it almost impossible not to keep reading on: ‘Hair oil, boiled sweets, chalk dust, squid’s ink . . .’

  ‘What did they call that ball in Citizen Kane?’ ‘“My father’s sudden death has shocked us all.” / Even me, and I’ve just made it up’. Like

  Frost, he sounded light, but read dark. This requires not only an extraordinary technique, but one selfless enough to disguise every trace of its own labour, and often of its own ferocious

  intertextuality. He trusted the reader and respected their intelligence, even if he knew that was likely to mean playing a longer game. True, he wrote many set pieces; as funny, sharp and lyrical

  as they all were, they were not his best work, even though he often favoured them at readings. These poems reflected his trickster tendencies: he delighted in pranks played on the reader –

  riddles, jokes and not-so-buried puns. While a few of those pieces are discussed here, I have concentrated on what I feel were Michael’s major poems.




  For years I had been aware of vaguely troubling cracks, flaws and discontinuities in those poems which I’d either skated over, or set aside for a later I never quite got round to. In much

  contemporary poetry, what looks like a loose end is often exactly that. Here’s not the place to debate the merits of the discontinuous or fragmentary style: it has both increased the

  possibilities of the poetry we can write and the kind of thought and experience poetry can reflect. It has also provided much cover for incompetence and charlatanry. In Donaghy, a discontinuity

  – isn’t: you’ve merely failed to understand something. Those patterns of cracks, I should have realized earlier, were just the shape of my own ignorance. They have since opened up

  readings that have seen one poem after another unfold and bloom into unsuspected dimensions. Time and again I would get my nail into one of these tiny abysses, apply a bit of pressure – and

  watch as the poem suddenly clicked, swivelled and opened up like a Chinese box. Inside, there is almost always something astonishing and beautiful, or demonic and unwelcome.




  Donaghy refused to operate under any of the usual flags of convenience, and saw himself simply as an Anglophone poet who took the best from traditions on both sides of the Atlantic. His early

  influences were Hopkins, Pound, David Jones and Charles Olson (though Olson soon got the heave, and swiftly became something of a bête noire). Borges was less an influence for Michael than a

  neural rewiring, one which changed everything that followed. Borges supplied him with a model of textual dimensionality: an understanding of how, through the careful selection and interdependence

  of every single detail, three quarters of a poem’s meaning could be embedded in a kind of semantic harmony, while taking up no more space on the page. The Elizabethan poets and the poetry of

  Paul Muldoon gave him the structural models to accomplish this; while Donaghy’s voice and rhetorical strategies are very different from Muldoon’s, the complex-yet-inevitable relation of

  the part to the whole was learned from him. He was obsessed with (and wrote a fine long poem about) Benvenuto Cellini and the animatronic golden birds in Yeats’s Byzantium poems. His own

  poems, too, are exquisitely crafted things, beautifully tooled, self-winding mechanisms.




  The poets who made his voice were all those he memorized: Donne, Marvell, Herbert, Shakespeare, Keats, W. B. Yeats, Robert Graves and Louis MacNeice; then the US poets whose work he read within

  the English lyric tradition – Dickinson, Eliot, Bishop, Lowell and Frost (he seemed to have half of Frost by heart, and I suspect he’d have traded him for most of the others). The vocal

  influence of Muldoon, Longley and Heaney is present in his work, but critics overstate it. Derek Mahon, whose work he adored, made the stronger impression, as did the rhetorical courtesies of the

  US ‘old formalists’ Richard Wilbur, Anthony Hecht and James Merrill.




  I believe that the best of Donaghy’s poetry stands up against almost any of them, and that’s what I hope to convince you of here. All this book will do is talk about fifty of his

  poems in an open-ended, unmethodical fashion, although I have titled each short piece to give some indication of my critical focus from poem to poem – and, I hope, emphasize the various and

  multifaceted nature of Donaghy’s work. I suspect, too, that this is the closest I’ll get to writing a ‘how to read a poem’-type book; but because I don’t think anyone

  really needs or wants such a thing, it’s really just a book about the way I read poetry, or at least read Donaghy. There are many ways to ‘do criticism’. The only wrong

  ways are those which find things which aren’t there, those which supply more mud than clarity, those which claim to supply ‘correct’ readings (of which there can be none), and

  those which claim a fundamentally superior critical methodology. I am not really a literary critic, just a poet who reads poetry. The very best poet-critics rise to the occasion of each poem by

  forging a shape of equivalent or superior wit and intelligence, but that’s neither my competence nor my purpose. Nor is it to do the one thing I can do with reasonable skill, and give

  a technical analysis of the poetry, although I will certainly raise a few points of interest along the way. My intention is simply to explain these poems a little, give some account of their depth,

  power and complexity, and discuss the ideas and feelings they prompt. I have also given them some biographical and personal context. Some of my readings will be plain wrong and others will disagree

  with your own. This is just as it should be: poems are half-said things, and have no solutions, only readings. (My readings are also too uncritical – lord knows I probably should have been

  harder on his almost-demented Fibonacci obsessions, which will certainly test your patience – but for obvious reasons, I have concentrated on his best work here.) It was my original intention

  to reprint each poem immediately after my notes, in an attempt to force you to read it twice. This was a pretty wasteful and patronizing scheme, so I’ll substitute it with a plea: read

  this book however you like, but do read each poem again following my comments. You’ll find it changed a little, and sometimes a great deal: none of Donaghy’s poems read the same way the

  second time round, and how they end almost invariably rewrites them.




  As will already be clear, Donaghy was a man I knew well and loved dearly, and I have not attempted to disguise the fact. For this reason, some may find this book uncomfortably personal and too

  dissonant with their idea of useful criticism. Perhaps they’re right, but any other reading would have been a dishonest one. To deny what we know of the author in our reading of their work is

  to suppress both their humanity and our own, and I’ve no interest in reading poetry as if it were – to adapt a phrase of Randall Jarrell’s – written by a typewriter, for a

  typewriter. I am, however, aware of the pitfalls of my too-close acquaintance with the author. Donaghy’s work will require a less improvisatory and conversational analysis than I’ve

  provided in this book, and his life a far less sketchy and dewy-eyed account than I have given here (though in the meantime, readers could do far worse than turn to Maddy Paxman’s fine memoir

  The Great Below). Still, I hope I’ve cleared a little ground so the work can begin, because there is a great deal of it to do. These poems do not ‘repay rereading’: they

  demand it, and were constructed on that principle by a phenomenal literary intelligence, and a man cursed with an almost Rilkean knowledge of the tragic and paradoxical nature of our being.




  I am greatly indebted to the friends (many of whom were also close to Spike) who took the trouble to read this text and suggest changes, and I’d like to thank Nora Chassler, Ian Duhig,

  Paul Farley, Nick Laird, Eva Salzman and Greta Stoddart for their invaluable input, as well as Maddy Prior and all the gang at Stones Barn. I’m especially grateful to Maddy Paxman, who

  offered many personal insights, corrected several factual errors, and pointed out several sins of both commission and omission.




  This book is for Michael’s son, Ruairí Tomás, on the occasion of his eighteenth birthday.
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  The Present




 

      

		 

        

          For the present there is just one moon,




          though every level pond gives back another.




          But the bright disc shining in the black lagoon,




          perceived by astrophysicist and lover,




          is milliseconds old. And even that light’s




          seven minutes older than its source.




          And the stars we think we see on moonless nights




          are long extinguished. And, of course,




          this very moment, as you read this line,




          is literally gone before you know it.




          Forget the here-and-now. We have no time




          but this device of wantonness and wit.




          Make me this present then: your hand in mine,




          and we’ll live out our lives in it.


        


      






  





  Time and distance




  This sonnet makes a fine wedding poem, and I wish it were more widely employed. It’d certainly be a lot more appropriate to that fraught occasion than ‘Let me not

  to the marriage of true minds / Admit impediments’, which really only works well at a civil partnership between two gay men, one of whom is in jail. But this, in its way, is also an

  Elizabethan sonnet – with its air of formal disquisition, in its metaphysical concerns, and through its carefully elaborated conceit, invoking the moon, that old ‘lozenge of

  love’, to explain something of the real nature of time. (It also has a slightly archaic courteousness, and later tips its hat to Walter Raleigh.) Its form is a ‘disguised

  Italian’: the ABAB CDCD EFEFEF rhymes indicate the usual octave + sestet arrangement, but it’s laid out in couplets, possibly as an echo of the romantic union it finally declares as its

  real subject.




  The two meanings of ‘present’ are beautifully conflated in the final couplet: the gift of the lover’s hand is also a tense in which one can live. The first line is a great

  place to slip one past the reader, who generally isn’t paying full attention yet. For the present there is just one moon means, I suspect, ‘there is one moon for the time being,

  in the lives that we currently enjoy on our monosatellite earth’, with a hint of ‘but who knows near what star we may be reborn?’ While there may be only one moon orbiting the

  earth, the laws of optics see it multiplied everywhere, on every still and reflective surface. But light isn’t transmitted instantaneously, and it takes a while to hit our retinas from its

  source. The light from the reflected moon takes milliseconds to get to us, and the moonlight itself 1.7 seconds to get to the pond – and the light from the sun seven minutes to get to the

  moon, before the moon can reflect it. When the moon disappears, we can better see the starlight, much of which has taken thousands, millions of light-years to reach our eyes; so long, in fact, that

  many of the stars we see are now burnt out and gone from the night sky, which is less a real thing than a very long, slow film of our long-dead ancestors.




  But never mind those stars. The problem is far closer to home. By the time you read the words gone before you know it, the previous line, this very moment . . . is already in the

  past. That the past is not a ‘real thing’ is something humans are hardwired to deny; yet it’s nothing, and it does not exist. But time doesn’t really ‘do’ the

  present either. All passes, incessantly; there is no here-and-now to contemplate. Wantonness and wit is from Raleigh’s ‘Nature that washed her hands in milk’

  (‘. . . and had forgot to dry them’), a familiar Elizabethan riff on beauty vs time, delivered with unfamiliar brilliance:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Her eyes he would should be of light,




              A violet breath, and lips of jelly;




              Her hair not black, nor overbright,




              And of the softest down her belly;




              As for her inside he’d have it




              Only of wantonness and wit.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  We have no real time but the strange clock of our inner being. We are the device of wantonness and wit, of free play and of free intelligence. And all we have to close the gap between

  image and source, between past and present, is each other, in our bodily forms.




  





  The Hunter’s Purse




  

    

      

        

          

            

			

            

			

            

              is the last unshattered 78


            


          


		       


          


       


          


		  

          by ‘Patrolman Jack O’Ryan, violin’,




          a Sligo fiddler in dry America.




          A legend, he played Manhattan’s ceilidhs,




          fell asleep drunk one snowy Christmas




          on a Central Park bench and froze solid.




          They shipped his corpse home, like his records.




          This record’s record is its lunar surface.




          I wouldn’t risk my stylus to this gouge,




          or this crater left by a flick of ash –




          When Anne Quinn got hold of it back in Kilrush,




          she took her fiddle to her shoulder




          and cranked the new Horn of Plenty




          Victrola over and over and over,




          and scratched along until she had it right




          or until her father shouted




          

            

              ‘We’ll have no more




              Of that tune




              In this house tonight’.


            


          




          She slipped out back and strapped the contraption




          to the parcel rack and rode her bike




          to a far field, by moonlight.




          It skips. The penny I used for ballast slips.




          O’Ryan’s fiddle pops, and hiccoughs back to this,




          back to this, back to this:




          a napping snowman with a fiddlecase;




          a flask of bootleg under his belt;




          three stars; a gramophone on a pushbike;




          a cigarette’s glow from a far field;




          over and over, three bars in common time.


        


      


    


  




  





  History




  This is perhaps the best of Donaghy’s ‘ethnomusicological’ poems. The earliest wave of US Irish immigrants were especially proud of their occupations, and

  would declare them at every opportunity – as was the case with the great tune-collector Police Chief Francis O’Neill, the author of Irish Folk Music: A Fascinating Hobby, with some

  Account of Related Subjects, whom Donaghy wrote about in a poem called ‘The Reprieve’. In pointedly telling us Anne Quinn hails from Kilrush, Donaghy makes a quiet but interesting

  point: yes, it was an unqualified good that recording facilities available in the US allowed the playing of so many fine musicians to be preserved, but when these records were shipped back to

  Ireland, they confused regional styles. O’Ryan’s Sligo is nowhere near Kilrush in Co. Clare; so Anne will have learned the song in the Sligo style, a bouncy, faster fiddle style than

  the slower, less decorated ‘lonesome touch’ of her local Clare fiddlers. The result was a stylistic cross-pollination and miscegenation that wouldn’t have otherwise taken

  place.




  This record’s record is its lunar surface refers to the secondary ‘record’ Anne Quinn made of her own presence, imprinting it on her copy of O’Ryan’s

  original 78, the moon to the original’s sun. She played it to death – Donaghy would ham up the father’s lines ‘We’ll have no more / Of that tune / In

  this house tonight’ quite wonderfully at readings – and it’s clearly a mess of scratches and cigarette burns.




  In this record’s record’s record, the poem itself, we see the stuck 78 collapse time and space. He can’t keep the needle on the shellac: Anne Quinn’s fag-burn left such a

  bad gouge that it skips, and skips. But behind the repeated phrase, he finds the whole story in palimpsest: O’Ryan’s scratchy old fiddle; O’Ryan dead with his fiddlecase; the

  booze under his belt; three stars above the moonlit field in winter; Anne, with her mad double contraption of bike-and-gramophone; the star of her cigarette-tip in the dark field; over and over and

  over, in the endless cycles of our linked experience. All condensed into the same three bars of reel-time, repeating endlessly. ‘Common time’ is just the 4/4 time signature, but here

  also puns beautifully to stand for the time music allows us to share across decades, and the entire collective enterprise.




  One hopes the poet looked after this last unshattered disc better than Anne Quinn, though we needn’t worry, since it never existed. Anne may have lived, or may have not – but

  you’ll have clocked by now that there was never a Patrolman Jack O’Ryan. One snowy Christmas was supposed to alert us to the fact that the story was always too good to be true;

  when he recited the poem, Donaghy always leaned heavily on snowy, so we’d get it. The poet even told us straight, but we weren’t paying attention the first time. He was indeed

  ‘a legend’, and no more. Two legends, indeed: ‘Jack Orion’ is the man with the enchanted fiddle in the traditional ballad: ‘But he would fiddle the fish out of salt

  water / Water from bare marble stone / Or the milk from out of a maiden’s breast / Though baby she had none . . .’ And Orion, the great Hunter, whose tune this is. Those three

  stars at the end make up O’Ryan’s Belt, where Jack tucked his flask (possibly there’s also reference to Orion’s blinding, after Dionysus had got him blind drunk). His

  reel, like his constellation, is real enough. The stories of where we got our tunes are some of our best; since no one can remember, they might as well be.




  





  Remembering Steps to Dances Learned Last Night




  

    

      Massive my heart, the heart of a hero, I knew it,




      Though I was ten, pimpled, squint eyed, dung spattered.




      I strung a bow, and memorized a brief heroic song




      (I’ll sing it for you later), left my goats in my father’s yard,




      And then went down to the ship.




      Many men massed at the dock, loud their laughter.




      But the king listened, noted my name, gave me wine,




      A little patriotic speech, and sent me home




      To the goats and the tedium and the ruminant years.




      Once I made a song about the king and his distant plundering




      And the hoard of memories, wondrous, he was gathering.




      It’s a shame you didn’t bring your guitar.




       




      Then one summer, when I was older,




      And the king was long since missing in action,




      Men came from Achaia to court the lonely queen.




      The nights got loud with drums and laughter echoing from the palace,




      Women’s laughter, and the smell of roasted lamb.




      What would you have done? I pounded on the gates one morning,




      Rattled my arrows and stamped and sang about my hero-heart.




      They seemed to understand . . . Or didn’t mind my lying,




      And they opened the gates on another world.




      Beauty. Deception. Of weaving, of magic, and of the edge of the known world




      When the light fails, and you fall dead drunk across the table,




      All these we learned in our feasts and games amid the grey-eyed women.




      Clever men and many we waited, the queen to choose among.




       




      I know you came to hear me sing about the night the king came home,




      When hero slaughtered hero in the rushlit hall,




      Blood speckling the white clay walls wine dark.




      I can’t. I’d stepped outside when the music stopped mid-tune.




      Alone in the dark grove, I heard no sound but distant insects,




      And the sound of water, mine, against the palace wall.




      And then I heard their screams, the men and women I’d spent that summer with.




       




      What would you have done?




      I staggered home in the dawn rain, still half drunk,




      Forgetting one by one the names of my dead friends,




      Remembering steps to dances learned that night,




      that very night,




      Back to my goats, goat stink, goat cheese, the governing of goats.


    


  




  





  The hero’s tale




  Donaghy was an acquaintance of the great comparative mythologist (and fellow Irish American) Joseph Campbell. Donaghy never shared his enthusiasm for Jung’s theory of

  archetypes, but was drawn to Campbell’s idea of a ‘monomyth’ that lies behind all others; this was often referred to in his work as ‘the hero’s journey’.

  (Donaghy loved Graves’s ‘To Juan at the Winter Solstice’: There is one story and one story only / that will prove worth your telling . . .) He was just as strongly

  compelled to reject it: I feel he might have had Campbell in mind, here, with this little anti-myth that falls determinedly outside that narrative. This is the kind of story not refined in

  the wind-tunnel of the oral tradition, not told round the hearth by generation after generation. But it’s this guy’s only good story, and tell it he will. And he does so

  beautifully.




  This dramatic monologue is spoken by a drunken goatherd. Despite the ‘low’ and deliberately Anglo-Saxon language he uses, he is, we soon learn, one of the unseen extras from

  Homer’s Odyssey, a character so insignificant that he was cut long before the final edit. His tragedy, his goat-song, is that his hero-heart was never and will never be

  expressed; by the time he tells his tale he has long resigned himself to the miserable life of goats, goat stink, goat cheese, the governing of goats, the life he returns to at the end of

  the poem.




  The poem opens with his attempt to join Odysseus’s ship as a ten-year-old boy; but he’s been born too late, and has quite literally missed the boat. (l.5, And then went down to

  the ship, is cheekily stolen from the first line of Pound’s Cantos, itself a version of the passage in the Odyssey where Odysseus journeys to Hades to speak with Tiresias.)

  While the boy is laughed at by some, the great king treats him with an indulgent kindness – and sends him back to his goats: ruminant years is a resigned pun. He composes a song about

  the epic he has missed out on. He has the touch of the drunken poet-bore about him, and is a little too fond of the sound of his own voice: It’s a shame you didn’t bring your

  guitar.




  Anonymous for years, our little goatherd suddenly rejoins the story when Penelope’s dissolute and greedy suitors have moved onto the absent Odysseus’s estate. Here they enjoy free

  wine, food and board while they wait for the queen to choose a replacement for her long-presumed-dead husband. She is stalling for time, weaving and unweaving her tapestry. Understandably, our

  ambitious goatherd wants in on all this action, and somehow his silly song about his hero-heart gains his admission into the palace. The other world he learns of within its walls is just as

  unheroic as his own, but at least it’s glamorous – and compared with the ignominy of his usual situation, feels like the hard-partying hub of things. Who knows? Perhaps if things had

  gone differently, our man might have had a chance with the queen herself.
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