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‘If I were called upon to name what


spirit of evil predominantly deserved


the name of Antichrist, I should name


the spirit of chivalry’


  –THOMAS ARNOLD




Wallflowers at Beverley


i.m. Mike Donaghy


More instruments ring these walls than raised a roof 


for God throughout all medieval Christendom; 


stone arcades spring like dancers from the Minster floor, 


keyed to their lord’s calling-on song ‘Da Mihi Manum’.


The Irish call the parchment drum this angel quiets 


a bodhrán, though she lacks the ordinary beater: 


Mike held his like a pen above the skin in wait, 


counting on his own heart to inspire each tattoo.


But he might change to flute for quieter audiences,


bored without dancers’ feet to ground his syncopation; 


when he charmed them with Ruairi Dall’s ‘Give Me Your Hand’,


they applauded and rose to the dash of his playing –


so Mike’s book Wallflowers notes offbeat theories: 


that we’re all God’s three-dimensional handwriting 


or how a pin’s head really can stage angels’ ceilidhs –


another made dance the mother of all languages;


then it gives all ‘This Living Hand’, Keats’ last poem,


which dampens my skin like the touch of a felt mute. 


I’ll sit out this stone angel till she leaves her drum, 


raises and plays something quick on an Irish flute.




Moshibboleth


In Beverley Minster’s stalls a teacher pauses,


halting his gaggle of exchange-school students 


at a carving of a hooded fox preaching to geese:


‘Foxes are common trickster figures in folklore.


René, your twelfth-century “Le Roman de Renart” 


was forerunner to “Le Roman de Fauvel”: even now 


you’ll see foxes run for their lives before horses 


in all the Ridings of Yorkshire, “God’s Own County”.


To Native Americans, Joe, Fox, is Coyote’s brother 


and a favourite incarnation for their skinwalkers.


Aki, a Japanese phrase used on answering the phone,


is known to be unpronouncable by fox-spirits …’


‘Moshi moshi!’ demonstrates Aki, proving he’s human. 


The teacher tries these words but becomes tongue-tied,


fails twice more. The mask slips. Red-faced, he barks:


‘And this next misericord shows a fox hanged by geese.’




Fauvel’s Prologue


Seigneurs et dames, you’re welcome all!


I’m just flown in from Charles de Gaulle,


your man-stroke-horse-stroke-King Fauvel –


your interlocutor as well


with hopes my new verse may enhance


this show from medieval France;


like adaptations by Mel Brooks,


this show’s based on my earlier books


with poems, music, illustrations


made when France was first of nations.


That’s when its word for horse (like me)


inspired the code called chivalry;


this rode down Christendom’s Dark Ages


with shining knights and shining pages


of rhyming octosyllable


which, disciplined and drillable,


would sweep all fields from its début


until your poets rode it too.


Four-footed lines, four-legged friends


delight French mouths – this taste transcends


sophistication in your tongue


which grunts like yahoos digging dung.


But please forgive my Jingosim!


Europe’s seen enough of schism:


two Popes, you Prods; its left and right


took turns to reign as day with night


to chase some ism soon a wasm.


This I learned in Macrocosm,


capital of Lady Luck,


who raised me there from stable muck


to throne and crown and royal palace,


a Wonderland where I was Alice,


the first of many lucky strokes


enjoyed since from all kinds of folks;


from politicians, literati,


businessmen, the arty-farty,


churchmen, coppers, dons and judges,


civil servants – none begrudges:


all stroke and comb me just the same,


as ‘fawn’’s one meaning of my name,


they fawn upon my rough fawn coat


though smeared with filth from hoof to throat


with Dajjal’s tar, oil, black bile, ink


and matter which some people think


good taste deems rather best avoided:


where would we be if that’s what Freud did?


But also I’m a dirty devil


down at the sub-atomic level


where breed distinctions don’t stay fixed


and hobbyhorse and arse get mixed.


I take this stage and human speech


to teach a lesson Luck would preach:


that crown and throne are soon thrown down


(my Lady’s smile contains her frown).


And so that high I may still ride,


my aim’s to make that dame my bride; 


my plan to chain my world to hers (like


Geulincx’s clocks become a bike)


propels this ‘Roman de Fauvel’.


It has, too, Roman tales to tell, 


for Rome’s not fixed in time or place;


Dajjal’s Al-Rum and mine roam space.





Right now, America’s our Rome, 
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