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1958


Virgin in a Tree



How this tart fable instructs 

And mocks! Here's the parody of that moral mousetrap 

Set in the proverbs stitched on samplers 

Approving chased girls who get them to a tree 

And put on bark's nun-black 



Habit which deflects 

All amorous arrows. For to sheathe the virgin shape 

In a scabbard of wood baffles pursuers, 

Whether goat-thighed or god-haloed. Ever since that first
Daphne 

Switched her incomparable back 



For a bay-tree hide, respect's 

Twined to her hard limbs like ivy: the puritan lip 

Cries: 'Celebrate Syrinx whose demurs 

Won her the frog-colored skin, pale pith and watery 

Bed of a reed. Look: 



Pine-needle armor protects 

Pitys from Pan's assault! And though age drop 

Their leafy crowns, their fame soars, 

Eclipsing Eva, Cleo and Helen of Troy: 

For which of those would speak 



For a fashion that constricts 

White bodies in a wooden girdle, root to top 

Unfaced, unformed, the nipple-flowers 

Shrouded to suckle darkness? Onlyh they 

Who keep cool and holy make 



A sanctum to attract 

Green virgins, consecrating limb and lip 

To chastity's service: like prophets, like preachers, 

They descant on the serene and seraphic beauty 

Of virgins for virginity's sake.' 



Be certain some such pact's 

Been struck to keep all glory in the grip 

Of ugly spinsters and barren sirs 

As you etch on the inner window of your eye 

This virgin on her rack: 



She, ripe and unplucked, 's 

Lain splayed too long in the tortuous boughs: overripe 

Now, dour-faced, her fingers 

Stiff as twigs, her body woodenly 

Askew, she'll ache and wake 



Though doomsday bud. Neglect's 

Given her lips that lemon-tasting droop: 

Untongued, all beauty's bright juice sours. 

Tree-twist will ape this gross anatomyh 

Till irony's bough break.














Perseus



The Triumph of Wit Over Suffering





Head alone shows you in the prodigious act

Of digesting what centuries alone digest:

The mammoth, lumbering statuary of sorrow,

Indissoluble enough to riddle the guts

Of a whale with holes and holes, and bleed him white

Into salt seas. Hercules had a simple time,

Rinsing those stables: a baby's tears would do it.

But who'd volunteer to gulp the Laocoon,

The Dying Gaul and those innumerable pietaas

Festering on teh dim walls of Europe's chapels,

Museums and sepulchers? You.

You

Who borrowed feathers for your feet, not lead,

Not nails, and a mirror to keep the snaky head

In safe perspective, could outface the gorgon-grimace

Of human agony: a look to numb

Limbs: not a basilisk-blink, nor a double whammy,

But all the accumulated last grunts, groans,

Cries and heroic couplets concluding the million

Enacted tragedies on these blood-soaked boards,

And every private twinge a hissing asp

To petrify your eyes, and every village

Catastrophe a writhing length of cobra,

And the decline of empires the thick coil of a vast

Anacnoda.

Imagine: the world

Fisted to a foetus head, ravined, seamed

With suffering from conception upwards, and there

You have it in hand. Grit in the eye or a sore

Thumb can make anyone wince, but the whole globe

Expressive of grief turns gods, like kings, to rocks.

Those rocks, cleft and worn, themselves then grow

Ponderous and extend despair on earth's 

Dark face.

So might rigor mortis come to stiffen

All creation, were it not for a bigger belly

Still than swallows joy.

You enter now,

Armed with feathers to tickle as well as fly,

And a fun-house mirror that turns the tragic muse

To the beheaded head of a sullen doll, one braid,

A bedraggled snake, hanging limp as the absurd mouth

Hangs in its lugubious pout. Where are

The classic limbs of stubborn Antigone?

The red, royal robes of Phedre? The tear-dazzled

Sorrows of Malfi's gentle duchess?

Gone

In the deep convulsion gripping your face, muscles

And sinews bunched, victorious, as the cosmic

Laugh does away with the unstitching, plaguey wounds

Of an eternal sufferer.

To you

Perseus, the palm, and may you poise

And repoise until time stop, the celestial balance

Which weighs our madness with our sanity.














Yadwigha, on a Red Couch, Among
Lillies



A Sestina for the Dounier
Yadwigha, the literalists once wondered how you

Came to be lying on this baroque couch

Upholstered in red velvet, under the eye

Of uncaged tigers and a tropical moon,

Set in intricate wilderness of green

Heart-shaped leaves, like catalpa leaves, and lillies

Of monstrous size, like no well-bred lilies

It seems teh consistent critics wanted you

To choose between your world of jungle green

And the fashionable monde of the red couch

With its prim bric-à-brac, without a moon

To turn you luminous, without the eye

Of tigers to be stilled by your dark eye

And body whiter than its frill of lilies:

They'd have had yellow silk screening the moon,

Leaves and lilies flattened to paper behind you

Or, at most, to a mille-fleurs tapestry. But the couch

Stood stubborn in it's jungle: red against green,

Red against fifty variants of green,

The couch glared out at the prosaic eye.

So Rousseau, to explain why the red couch

Persisted in the picture with the lilies,

Tigers, snakes, and the snakecharmer and you,

And birds of paradise, and the round moon,

Described how you fell dreaming at full of moon

On a red velvet couch within your green-

Tessellared boudoir. Hearing flutes, you

Dreamed yourself away in the moon's eye

To a beryl jungle, and dreamed that bright moon-lilies

Nodded their petaled heads around your couch.

And that, Rousseau told the critics, was why the couch

Accompanied you. So they nodded at the couch with the moon

And the snakecharmer's song and the gigantic lilies,

Marvelingly numbered the many shades of green.

But to a friend, in private, Rousseau confessed his eye

So possessed by the glowing red of the couch which you,

Yadwigha, pose on, that he put you on the couch

To feed his eye with red, such red! under the moon,

In the midst of all that green and those great lilies!














Above the Oxbow




Here in this valley of discrete academies

We have not mountains, but mounts, truncated hillocks

To the Adirondacks, to northern Monadnock,

Themselves mere rocky hillocks to an Everest.

Still, they're out best mustering of height: by

Comparison with the sunnken silver-grizzled

Back of the Connecticut, the river-level

Flats of Hadley farms, they're lofty enough

Elevations to be called something more than hills.

Green, wholly green, they stand their knobby spine

Against our sky: they are what we look southward to

Up Pleasant Street at Main. Poising their shapes

Between the snuff and red tar-paper apartments,

They mound a summer coolness in our view.




To people who live in the bottom of valleys

A rise in the landscape, hummock or hogback, looks

To be meant for climbing. A peculiar logic

In going up for the coming down if the post

We start at's the same post we finish by,

But it's the clear conversion at the top can hold

Us to the oblique road, in spite of a fitful

Wish for even ground, and it's the last cliff

Ledge will dislodge out cramped concept of space, unwall

Horizons beyond vision, spill vision

After the horizons, stretching the narrowed eye

To full capacity. We climb to hopes

Of such seeing up the leaf-shuttered escarpments,

Blindered by green, under a green-grained sky




Into the blue. Tops define themselves as places

Where nothing higher's to be looked to. Downward looks

Follow the black arrow-backs of swifts on their track

Of the air eddies' loop and arc though air's at rest

To us, since we see no leaf edge stir high

Here on a mount overlaid with leaves. The paint-peeled

Hundred-year-old hotel sustains its ramshackle

Four-way veranda, view-keeping above

The fallen timbers of its once remarkable

Funicular railway, witness to gone

Time, and to graces gone with the time. A state view-

Keeper collects half-dollars for the slopes

Of state scenery, sells soda, shows off viewpoints.

A ruffy skylight oaints the gray oxbow




And paints the river's pale circumfluent stillness.

As roses broach their carmine in a mirror. Flux

Of the desultory currents — all that unique

Stripple of shifting wave-tips is ironed out, lost

In the simplified orderings of sky-

Lorded perspectives. Maplike, the far fields are ruled

By correct green lines and no seedy free-for-all

Of asparagus heads. Cars run their suave

Colored beads on the strung roads, and the people stroll

Straightforwardly across the springing green.

All's peace and discipline down there. Till lately we

Lived under the shadow of hot rooftops

And never saw how coolly we might move. For once

A high hush quietens the crickets' cry.














The Ghost's Leavetaking



Enter the chilly no-man's land of
about 

Five o'clock in the morning, the no-color void 

Where the waking head rubbishes out the draggled lot 

Of sulfurous dreamscapes and obscure lunar conundrums 

Which seemed, when dreamed, to mean so profoundly much, 



Gets ready to face the ready-made creation 

Of chairs and bureaus and sleep-twisted sheets. 

This is the kingdom of the fading apparition, 

The oracular ghost who dwindles on pin-legs 

To a knot of laundry, with a classic bunch of sheets 



Upraised, as a hand, emblematic of farewell. 

At this joint between two worlds and two entirely 

Incompatible modes of time, the raw material 

Of our meat-and-potato thoughts assumes the nimbus 

Of ambrosial revelation. And so departs. 



Chair and bureau are the hieroglyphs 

Of some godly utterance wakened heads ignore: 

So these posed sheets, before they thin to nothing, 

Speak in sign language of a lost otherworld, 

A world we lose by merely waking up. 



Trailing its telltale tatters only at the outermost 

Fringe of mundane vision, this ghost goes 

Hand aloft, goodbye, goodbye, not down 

Into the rocky gizzard of the earth, 

But toward a region where our thick atmosphere 



Diminishes, and God knows what is there. 

A point of exclamation marks that sky 

In ringing orange like a stellar carrot. 

Its round period, displaced and green, 

Suspends beside it the first point, the starting 



Point of Eden, next the new moon's curve. 

Go, ghost of our mother and father, ghost of us, 

And ghost of our dreams' children, in those sheets 

Which signify our origin and end, 

To the cloud-cuckoo land of color wheels 



And pristine alphabets and cows that moo 

And moo as they jump over moons as new 

As that crisp cusp toward which you voyage now. 

Hail and farewell. Hello, goodbye. O keeper 

Of the profane grail, the dreaming skull.












Sculptor




For Leonard Baskin




To his house the bodiless

Come to barter endlessly 

Vision, wisdom, for bodies

Palpable as his, and weighty.




Hands moving move priestlier 

Than priest's hands, invoke no vain

Images of light and air 

But sure stations in bronze, wood, stone.




Obdurate, in dense-grained wood, 

A bald angel blocks and shapes 

The flimsy light; arms folded 

Watches his cumbrous world eclipse




Inane worlds of wind and cloud. 

Bronze dead dominate the floor, 

Resistive, ruddy-bodied,

Dwarfing us. Our bodies flicker




Toward extinction in those eyes 

Which, without him, were beggared 

Of place, time, and their bodies.

Emulous spirits make discord,




Try entry, enter nightmares

Until his chisel bequeaths

Them life livelier than ours, 

A solider repose than death's.














Full Fathom Five



Old man, you surface seldom.

Then you come in with the tide's


	coming

	When seas wash cold, foam-

	

	Capped: white hair, white beard,

	far-flung,

	A dragnet, rising, falling, as waves

	Crest and trough. Miles long




	Extend the radial sheaves

	Of your spread hair, in which wrin-

	kling skeins

	Knotted, caught, survives




	The old myth of orgins

	Unimaginable. You float near

	As kneeled ice-mountains




	Of the north, to be steered clear

	Of, not fathomed. All obscurity

	Starts with a danger:




	Your dangers are many. I

	Cannot look much but your form

	suffers

	Some strange injury




	And seems to die: so vapors

	Ravel to clearness on the dawn sea.

	The muddy rumors




	Of your burial move me

	To half-believe: your reappearance

	Proves rumors shallow,




	For the archaic trenched lines

	Of your grained face shed time in


	runnels:

	Ages beat like rains




	On the unbeaten channels

	Of the ocean. Such sage humor

	and

	Durance are whirlpools




	To make away with the ground-

	Work of the earth and the sky's

	ridgepole.

	Waist down, you may wind




	One labyrinthine tangle

	To root deep among knuckles, shin-

	bones,

	Skulls. Inscrutable,




	Below shoulders not once

	Seen by any man who kept his head,

	You defy questions;




	You defy godhood.

	I walk dry on your kingdom's border

	Exiled to no good.




	Your shelled bed I remember.

	Father, this thick air is murderous.


	I would breathe water.



 
















Lorelei



It is no night to drown in: 

A full moon, river lapsing 

Black beneath bland mirror-sheen, 



The blue water-mists dropping 

Scrim after scrim like fishnets 

Though fishermen are sleeping, 



The massive castle turrets 

Doubling themselves in a glass 

All stillness. Yet these shapes float 



Up toward me, troubling the face 

Of quiet. From the nadir 

They rise, their limbs ponderous 



With richness, hair heavier 

Than sculptured marble. They sing 

Of a world more full and clear 



Than can be. Sisters, your song 

Bears a burden too weighty 

For the whorled ear's listening 



Here, in a well-steered country, 

Under a balanced ruler. 

Deranging by harmony 



Beyond the mundane order, 

Your voices lay siege. You lodge 

On the pitched reefs of nightmare, 



Promising sure harborage; 

By day, descant from borders 

Of hebetude, from the ledge 



Also of high windows. Worse 

Even than your maddening 

Song, your silence. At the source 



Of your ice-hearted calling- 

Drunkenness of the great depths. 

O river, I see drifting 



Deep in your flux of silver 

Those great goddesses of peace. 

Stone, stone, ferry me down there.












Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor




I came before the water —

Colorists came to get the

Good of the Cape light that scours

Sand grit to sided crystal

And buffs and sleeks the blunt hulls

Of the three fishing smacks beached 

On the bank of the river's




Backtracking tail. I'd come for

Free fish-bait: the blue mussels

Clumped like bulbs at the grassroot

Margin of the tidal pools.

Dawn tide stood dead low. I smelt

Mud stench, shell guts, gulls' leavings;

Heard a queer crusty scrabble




Cease, and I neared the silenced

Edge of a cratered pool-bed.

The mussels hung dull blue and

Conspicuous, yet it seemed

A sly world's hinges had swung 

Shut against me. All held still.

Though I counted scant seconds,




Enough ages lapsed to win

Confidence of safe-conduct

In the wary other world

Eyeing me. Grass put forth claws,

Small mud knobs, nudged from under,

Displaced their domes as tiny

Knights might doff their casques. The crabs




Inched from their pygmy burrows

And from the trench-dug mud, all Camouflaged in mottled
mail 

Of browns and greens. Each wore one

Claw swollen to a shield large

As itself—no fiddler's arm

Grown Gargantuan by trade,




But grown grimly, and grimly

Borne, for a use beyond my

Guessing of it. Sibilant

Mass-motived hordes, they sidled

Out in a converging stream

Toward the pool-mouth, perhaps to 

Meet the thin and sluggish thread




Of sea retracing its tide-

Way up the river-basin.

Or to avoid me. They moved

Obliquely with a dry-wet

Sound, with a glittery wisp

And trickle. Could they feel mud 

Pleasurable under claws




As I could between bare toes?

That question ended it—I

Stood shut out, for once, for all,

Puzzling the passage of their 

Absolutely alien

Order as I might puzzle 

At the clear tail of Halley's




Comet coolly giving my

Orbit the go-by, made known

By a family name it

Knew nothing of. So the crabs 

Went about their business, which

Wasn't fiddling, and I filled

A big handkerchief with blue




Mussels. From what the crabs saw,

If they could see, I was one

Two-legged mussel-picker.

High on the airy thatching

Of the dense grasses I found

The husk of a fiddler-crab,

Intact, strangely strayed above




His world of mud—green color

And innards bleached out blown off

Somewhere by much sun and wind;

There was no telling if he'd 

Died recluse of suicide

Or headstrong Columbus crab.

The crab-face, etched and set there,




Grimaced as skulls grimace: it

Had an Oriental look,

A samurai death mask done 

On a tiger tooth, less for 

Art's sake than God's. Far from sea —

Where red-freckled crab-backs, claws

And whole crabs, dead, their soggy




Bellies pallid and upturned,

Perform their shambling waltzes

On the waves' dissolving turn

And return, losing themselves 

Bit by bit to their friendly

Element—this relic saved

Face, to face the bald-faced sun.














Moonrise




Grub-white mulberries redden among leaves.

I'll go out and sit in white like they do,

Doing nothing. July's juice rounds their nubs.




This park is fleshed with idiot petals.

White catalpa flowers tower, topple,

Cast a round white shadow in their dying.




A pigeon rudders down. It's fantail's white

Vocation enough: opening, shutting

White petals, white fantails, ten white fingers.




Enough for fingernails to make half-moons

Redden in white palms no labor reddens.

White bruises toward color, else collapses.




Berries redden. A body of whiteness

Rots, and smells of rot under its headstone

Though the body walk out in clean linen.




I smell that whiteness here, beneath the stones

Where small ants roll their eggs, where grubs fatten.

Death may whiten in sun or out of it.




Death whitens in the egg and out of it.

I can see no color for this whiteness.

White: it is a complexion of the mind.




I tire, imagining white Niagaras

Build up from a rock root, as fountains build

Against the weighty image of their fall.




Lucina, bony mother, laboring

Among the socketed white stars, your face

Of candor pares white flesh to the white bone,




Who drag our ancient father at the heel,

White-bearded, weary. The berries purple

And bleed. The white stomach may ripen yet.














Frog Autumn



Summer grows old, cold-blooded
mother. 

The insects are scant, skinny. 

In these palustral homes we only 

Croak and wither. 



Mornings dissipate in somnolence. 

The sun brightens tardily 

Among the pithless reeds. Flies fail us. 

he fen sickens. 



Frost drops even the spider. Clearly 

The genius of plenitude 

Houses himself elsewhwere. Our folk thin 

Lamentably.












Incommunicado




The groundhog on the mountain did not run

But fatly scuttled into the splayed fern

And faced me, back to a ledge of dirt, to rattle

Her sallow rodent teeth like castanets

Against my leaning down, would not exchange

For that wary clatter sound or gesture

Of love : claws braced, at bay, my currency not hers.

Such meetings never occur in marchen

Where love-met groundhogs love one in return,

Where straight talk is the rule, whether warm or hostile,

Which no gruff animal misinterprets.

From what grace am I fallen. Tongues are strange,

Signs say nothing. The falcon who spoke clear

To Canacee cries gibberish to coarsened ears.














Child's Park Stones




In sunless air, under pines

Green to the point of blackness, some

Founding father set these lobed, warped stones

To loom in the leaf-filtered gloom

Black as the charred knuckle-bones

Of a giant or extinct

Animal, come from another

Age, another planet surely. Flanked

By the orange and fuchsia bonfire

Of azaleas, sacrosanct

These stones guard a dark repose

And keep their shapes intact while sun

Alters shadows of rose and iris —

Long, short, long — in the lit garden

And kindles a day's-end blaze

Colored to dull the pigment

Of azaleas, yet burnt out

Quick as they. To follow the light's tint

And intensity by midnight

By noon and throughout the brunt

Of various weathers is

To know the still heart of the stones:

Stones that take the whole summer to lose

Their dream of the winter's cold; stones

Warming at core only as

Frost forms. No man's crowbar could

Uproot them: their beards are ever-

Green. Nor do they, once in a hundred

Years, go down to drink the river:

No thirst disturbs a stone's bed.

 














Owl




Clocks belled twelve. Main street showed otherwise

Than its suburb of woods : nimbus—

Lit, but unpeopled, held its windows

Of wedding pastries,

Diamond rings, potted roses, fox-skins

Ruddy on the wax mannequins

In a glassed tableau of affluence.

From deep-sunk basements

What moved the pale, raptorial owl

Then, to squall above the level

Of streetlights and wires, its wall to wall

Wingspread in control

Of the ferrying currents, belly

Dense-feathered, fearfully soft to

Look upon? Rats' teeth gut the city

Shaken by owl cry.














Whiteness I Remember




Whiteness being what I remember

About Sam: whiteness and the great run

He gave me. I've gone nowhere since but

Going's been tame deviation. White,

Not of heraldic stallions: off-white

Of the stable horse whose history's

Humdrum, unexceptionable, his

Tried sobriety hiring him out

To novices and to the timid.

Yet the dapple toning his white down

To safe gray never grayed his temper.

I see him one-tracked, stubborn, white horse,

First horse under me, high as the roofs,

His near trot pitching my tense poise up,

Unsteadying the steady-rooted green

Of country hedgerows and cow pastures

To a giddy jog. Then for ill will

Or to try me he suddenly set

Green grass streaming, houses a river

Of pale fronts, straw thatchings, the hard road

An anvil, hooves four hammers to jolt

Me off into their space of beating,

Stirrups undone, and decorum. And

Wouldn't slow for the hauled reins, his name,

Or shouts of walkers: crossed traffic

Stalling curbside at his oncoming,

The world subdued to his run of it.

I hung on his neck. Resoluteness

Simplified me: a rider, riding

Hung out over the hazard, over hooves

Loud on earth's bedrock. Almost thrown, not

Thrown: fear, wisdom, at one: all colors

Spinning to still in his one whiteness.














The Death of Myth-Making




Two virtues ride, by stallion, by nag, 

To grind our knives and scissors:

Lantern-jawed Reason, squat Common Sense,

One courting doctors of all sorts,

One, housewives and shopkeepers.

The trees are lopped, the poodles trim,

The laborer's nails pared level

Since those two civil servants set

Their whetstone to the blunted edge

And minced the muddling devil

Whose owl-eyes in the scraggly wood

Scared mothers to miscarry,

Drove the dogs to cringe and whine

And turned the farmboy's temper wolfish,

The housewife's, desultory.














The Companionable Ills




The nose-end that twitches, the old imperfections—

Tolerable now as moles on the face

Put up with until chagrin gives place

To a wry complaisance—

Dug in first as God's spurs

To start the spirit out of the mud

It stabled in; long-used, became well-loved

Bedfellows of the spirit's debauch, fond masters.














I Want, I Want




Open-mouthed, the baby god

Immense, bald, though baby-headed,

Cried out for the mother's dug.

The dry volcanoes cracked and split,

Sand abraded the milkless lip.

Cried then for the father's blood

Who set wasp, wolf and shark to work,

Engineered the gannet's beak.

Dry-eyed, the inveterate patriarch

Raised his men of skin and bone,

Barbs on the crown of gilded wire,

Thorns on the bloody rose-stem.














Poems, Potatoes



The word, defining, muzzles; the drawn
line 

Ousts mistier peers and thrives, murderous, 

In establishments which imagined lines 



Can only haunt. Sturdy as potatoes, 

Stones, without conscience, word and line endure, 

Given an inch. Not that they're gross (although 



Afterthought often would have them alter 

To delicacy, to poise) but that they 

Shortchange me continuously: whether 



More or other, they still dissatisfy. 

Unpoemed, unpictured, the potato 

Bunches its knobby browns on a vastly 

Superior page; the blunt stone also.












The Times Are Tidy




Unlucky the hero born

In this province of the stuck record

Where the most watchful cooks go jobless

And the mayor's rotisserie turns

Round of its own accord.

There's no career in the venture

Of riding against the lizard,

Himself withered these latter-days

To leaf-size from lack of action : 

History's beaten the hazard.

The last crone got burnt up

More than eight decades back

With the love-hot herb, the talking cat,

But the children are better for it,

The cow milks cream an inch thick.














1959


The Bull of Bendylaw



The black bull bellowed before the sea. The sea, till
that day orderly, Hove up against Bendylaw.


The queen in the mulberry arbor stared

Stiff as a queen on a playing card.

The king fingered his beard.

A blue sea, four horny bull-feet,

A bull-snouted sea that wouldn't stay put,

Bucked at the garden gate.

Along box-lined walks in the florid sun

Toward the rowdy bellow and back again

The lords and ladies ran.

The great bronze gate began to crack,

The sea broke in at every crack,

Pellmell, blueblack.

The bull surged up, the bull surged down,

Not to be stayed by a daisy chain

Nor by any learned man.

O the king's tidy acre is under the sea,

And the royal rose in the bull's belly,

And the bull on the king's highway.
















The Eye-Mote




Blameless as daylight I stood looking

At a field of horses, necks bent, manes blown,

Tails streaming against the green

Backdrop of sycamores. Sun was striking

White chapel pinnacles over the roofs,

Holding the horses, the clouds, the leaves

Steadily rooted though they were all flowing

Away to the left like reeds in a sea

When the splinter flew in and stuck my eye,

Needling it dark. Then I was seeing

A melding of shapes in a hot rain:

Horses warped on the altering green,

Outlandish as double-humped camels or unicorns,

Grazing at the margins of a bad monochrome,

Beasts of oasis, a better time.

Abrading my lid, the small grain burns:

Red cinder around which I myself,

Horses, planets and spires revolve.

Neither tears nor the easing flush

Of eyebaths can unseat the speck:

It sticks, and it has stuck a week:

I wear the present itch for flesh,

Blind to what will be and what was.

I dream that I am Oedipus.

What I want back is what I was

Before the bed, before the knife,

Before the brooch-pin and the salve

Fixed me in this parenthesis;

Horses fluent in the wind,

A place, a time gone out of mind.














Point Shirley




From Water-Tower Hill to the brick prison

The shingle booms, bickering under

The sea's collapse.

Snowcakes break and welter. This year

The gritted wave leaps

The seawall and drops onto a bier

Of quahog chips,

Leaving a salty mash of ice to whiten

In my grandmother's sand yard. She is dead,

Whose laundry snapped and froze here, who

Kept house against

What the sluttish, rutted sea could do.

Squall waves once danced

Ship timbers in through the cellar window;

A thresh-tailed, lanced

Shark littered in the geranium bed —

Such collusion of mulish elements

She wore her broom straws to the nub.

Twenty years out

Of her hand, the house still hugs in each drab

Stucco socket

The purple egg-stones: from Great Head's knob 

To the filled-in Gut

The sea in its cold gizzard ground those rounds.

Nobody wintering now behind

The planked-up windows where she set

Her wheat loaves

And apple cakes to cool. What is it

Survives, grieves

So, battered, obstinate spit

Of gravel? The waves'

Spewed relics clicker masses in the wind,

Grey waves the stub-necked eiders ride.

A labor of love, and that labor lost.

Steadily the sea

Eats at Point Shirley. She died blessed,

And I come by

Bones, only bones, pawed and tossed,

A dog-faced sea.

The sun sinks under Boston, bloody red.

I would get from these dry-papped stones

The milk your love instilled in them.

The black ducks dive.

And though your graciousness might stream,

And I contrive,

Grandmother, stones are nothing of home

To that spumiest dove.

Against both bar and tower the black sea runs.














Goatsucker




Old goatherds swear how all night long they hear

The warning whirr and burring of the bird

Who wakes with darkness and till dawn works hard

Vampiring dry of milk each great goat udder.

Moon full, moon dark, the chary dairy farmer

Dreams that his fattest cattle dwindle, fevered

By claw-cuts of the Goatsucker, alias Devil-bird,

Its eye, flashlit, a chip of ruby fire.

So fables say the Goatsucker moves, masked from men's
sight

In an ebony air, on wings of witch cloth,

Well-named, ill-famed a knavish fly-by-night,

Yet it never milked any goat, nor dealt cow death

And shadows only—cave-mouth bristle beset—

Cockchafers and the wan, green luna moth.














Watercolor of Grantchester Meadows




There, spring lambs jam the sheepfold. In air

Stilled, silvered as water in a glass

Nothing is big or far.

The small shrew chitters from its wilderness

Of grassheads and is heard.

Each thumb-sized bird

Fits nimble-winged in thickets, and of good color.

Cloudrack and owl-hollowed willows slanting over

The bland Granta double their white and green 

World under the sheer water

And ride that flux at anchor, upside down.

The punter sinks his pole.

In Byron's pool

Cattails part where the tame cygnets steer.

It is a country on a nursery plate.

Spotted cows revolve their jaws and crop

Red clover or gnaw beetroot

Bellied on a nimbus of sun-glazed buttercup.

Hedging meadows of benign

Arcadian green

The blood-berried hawthorn hides its spines with white.

Droll, vegetarian, the water rat

Saws down a reed and swims from his limber grove,

While the students stroll or sit,

Hands laced, in a moony indolence of love —

Black-gowned, but unaware

How in such mild air

The owl shall stoop from his turret, the rat cry out.














A Winter Ship




At this wharf there are no grand landings to speak of.

Red and orange barges list and blister

Shackled to the dock, outmoded, gaudy,

And apparently indestructible.

The sea pulses under a skin of oil.

A gull holds his pose on a shanty ridgepole,

Riding the tide of the wind, steady

As wood and formal, in a jacket of ashes,

The whole flat harbor anchored in 

The round of his yellow eye-button.

A blimp swims up like a day-moon or tin

Cigar over his rink of fishes.

The prospect is dull as an old etching.

They are unloading three barrels of little crabs.

The pier pilings seem about to collapse

And with them that rickety edifice

Of warehouses, derricks, smokestacks and bridges

In the distance. All around us the water slips

And gossips in its loose vernacular,

Ferrying the smells of cod and tar.

Farther out, the waves will be mouthing icecakes —

A poor month for park-sleepers and lovers.

Even our shadows are blue with cold.

We wanted to see the sun come up

And are met, instead, by this iceribbed ship,

Bearded and blown, an albatross of frost,

Relic of tough weather, every winch and stay

Encased in a glassy pellicle.

The sun will diminish it soon enough:

Each wave-tip glitters like a knife.














Aftermath




Compelled by calamity's magnet

They loiter and stare as if the house

Burnt-out were theirs, or as if they thought

Some scandal might any minute ooze

From a smoke-choked closet into light;

No deaths, no prodigious injuries

Glut these hunters after an old meat,

Blood-spoor of the austere tragedies. Mother Medea in a green
smock

Moves humbly as any housewife through

Her ruined apartments, taking stock

Of charred shoes, the sodden upholstery:

Cheated of the pyre and the rack,

The crowd sucks her last tear and turns away.














Two Views of a Cadaver




1

The day she visited the dissecting room

They had four men laid out, black as burnt turkey,

Already half unstrung. A vinegary fume

Of the death vats clung to them; 

The white-smocked boys started working.

The head of this cadaver had caved in, 

And she could scarcely make out anything

In that rubble of skull plates and old leather.

A sallow piece of string held it together.

In their jars the snail-nosed babies moon and glow.

He hands her the but-out heart like a cracked heirloom.

2

In Brueghel's panorama of smoke and slaughter

Two people only are blind to the carrion army:

He, afloat in the sea of her blue satin

Skirts, sings in the direction

Of her bare shoulder, while she bends,

Fingering a leaflet of music, over him,

Both of them deaf to the fiddle in the hands

Of the death's-head shadowing their song.

These Flemish lovers flourish; not for long.

Yet desolation, stalled in paint, spares the little
country

Foolish, delicate, in the lower right-hand corner.














Suicide Off Egg Rock



Behind him the hotdogs split and
drizzled 

On the public grills, and the ochreous salt flats, 

Gas tanks, factory stacks- that landscape 

Of imperfections his bowels were part of- 

Rippled and pulsed in the glassy updraught. 

Sun struck the water like a damnation. 

No pit of shadow to crawl into, 

And his blood beating the old tattoo 

I am, I am, I am. Children 

Were squealing where combers broke and the spindrift 

Raveled wind-ripped from the crest of the wave. 

A mongrel working his legs to a gallop 

Hustled a gull flock to flap off the sandspit. 



He smoldered, as if stone-deaf, blindfold, 

His body beached with the sea's garbage, 

A machine to breathe and beat forever. 

Flies filing in through a dead skate's eyehole 

Buzzed and assailed the vaulted brainchamber. 

The words in his book wormed off the pages. 

Everything glittered like blank paper. 



Everything shrank in the sun's corrosive 

Ray but Egg Rock on the blue wastage. 

He heard when he walked into the water 



The forgetful surf creaming on those ledges.












The Ravaged Face



Outlandish as a circus, the ravaged face

Parades the marketplace, lurid and stricken

By some unutterable chagrin,

Maudlin from leaky eye to swollen nose.

Two pinlegs stagger underneath the mass.

Grievously purpled, mouth skewered on a groan,

Past keeping to the house, past all discretion —

Myself, myself! — obscene, lugubrious.

Better the flat leer of the idiot,

The stone face of the man who dosen't feel,

The velvet dodges of the hypocrite : 

Better, better, and more acceptable

To timorous children, to the lady on the street.

O Oedipus. O Christ. You use me ill.












Metaphors



I'm a riddle in nine syllables. 

An elephant, a ponderous house, 

A melon strolling on two tendrils. 

O red fruit, ivory, fine timbers! 

This loaf's big with its yeasty rising. 

Money's new-minted in this fat purse. 

I'm a means, a stage, a cow in calf. 

I've eaten a bag of green apples, 

Boarded the train there's no getting off. 












Electra on Azalea Path



The day you died I went into the
dirt, 

Into the lightless hibernaculum 

Where bees, striped black and gold, sleep out the
blizzard 

Like hieratic stones, and the ground is hard. 

It was good for twenty years, that wintering - 

As if you never existed, as if I came 

God-fathered into the world from my mother's belly: 

Her wide bed wore the stain of divinity. 

I had nothing to do with guilt or anything 

When I wormed back under my mother's heart. 



Small as a doll in my dress of innocence 

I lay dreaming your epic, image by image. 

Nobody died or withered on that stage. 

Everything took place in a durable whiteness. 

The day I woke, I woke on Churchyard Hill. 

I found your name, I found your bones and all 

Enlisted in a cramped stone askew by an iron fence. 



In this charity ward, this poorhouse, where the dead 

Crowd foot to foot, head to head, no flower 

Breaks the soil. This is Azalea path. 

A field of burdock opens to the south. 

Six feet of yellow gravel cover you. 

The artificial red sage does not stir 

In the basket of plastic evergreens they put 

At the headstone next to yours, nor does it rot, 

Although the rains dissolve a bloody dye: 

The ersatz petals drip, and they drip red. 



Another kind of redness bothers me: 

The day your slack sail drank my sister's breath 

The flat sea purpled like that evil cloth 

My mother unrolled at your last homecoming. 

I borrow the silts of an old tragedy. 

The truth is, one late October, at my birth-cry 

A scorpion stung its head, an ill-starred thing; 

My mother dreamed you face down in the sea. 



The stony actors poise and pause for breath. 

I brought my love to bear, and then you died. 

It was the gangrene ate you to the bone 

My mother said: you died like any man. 

How shall I age into that state of mind? 

I am the ghost of an infamous suicide, 

My own blue razor rusting at my throat. 

O pardon the one who knocks for pardon at 

Your gate, father - your hound-bitch, daughter, friend. 

It was my love that did us both to death.












The Beekeeper's Daughter


A garden of mouthings. Purple,
scarlet-speckled, black The great corollas dilate, peeling back
their silks. Their musk encroaches, circle after circle, A well of
scents almost too dense to breathe in. Hieratical in your frock
coat, maestro of the bees, You move among the many-breasted hives,
My heart under your foot, sister of a stone. Trumpet-throats open
to the beaks of birds. The Golden Rain Tree drips its powders down.
In these little boudoirs streaked with orange and red The anthers
nod their heads, potent as kings To father dynasties. The air is
rich. Here is a queenship no mother can contest — A fruit that's
death to taste: dark flesh, dark parings. In burrows narrow as a
finger, solitary bees Keep house among the grasses. Kneeling down I
set my eyes to a hole-mouth and meet an eye Round, green,
disconsolate as a tear. Father, bridegroom, in this Easter egg
Under the coronal of sugar roses The queen bee marries the winter
of your year.










The Hermit at Outermost House




Sky and sea, horizon-hinged

Tablets of blank blue, couldn't,

Clapped shut, flatten this man out.

The great gods, Stone-Head, Claw-Foot

Winded by much rock-bumping

And claw-threat, realized that.

For what, then, had they endured

Dourly the long hots and colds,

Those old despots, if he sat

Laugh-shaken on his doorsill,

Backbone unbendable as 

Timbers of his upright hut?

Hard gods were there, nothing else.

Still he thumbed out something else.

Thumbed no stony, horny pot,

But a certain meaning green.

He withstood them, that hermit.

Rock-face, crab-claw verged on green.

Gulls mulled in the greenest light.














Man in Black




Where the three magenta

Breakwaters take the shove

And suck of the grey sea

To the left, and the wave

Unfists against the dun

Barb-wired headland of

The Deer Island prison

With its trim piggeries,

Hen huts and cattle green

To the right, and March ice

Glazes the rock pools yet,

Snuff-colored sand cliffs rise

Over a great stone spit

Bared by each falling tide,

And you, across those white

Stones, strode out in you dead

Black coat, black shoes, and your

Black hair till there you stood,

Fixed vortex on the far

Tip, riveting stones, air,

All of it, together.














Old Ladies' Home




Sharded in black, like beetles,

Frail as antique earthenwear

One breath might shiver to bits,

The old women creep out here

To sun on the rocks or prop

Themselves up against the wall

Whose stones keep a little heat.

Needles knit in a bird-beaked

Counterpoint to their voices: 

Sons, daughters, daughters and sons,

Distant and cold as photos,

Grandchildren nobody knows.

Age wears the best black fabric

Rust-red or green as lichens.

At owl-call the old ghosts flock

To hustle them off the lawn.

From beds boxed-in like coffins 

The bonneted ladies grin.

And Death, that bald-head buzzard,

Stalls in halls where the lamp wick

Shortens with each breath drawn.














Magnolia Shoals




Up here among the gull cries

we stroll through a maze of pale

red-mottled relics, shells, claws

as if it were summer still.

That season has turned its back.

Through the green sea gardens stall,

bow, and recover their look

of the imperishable

gardens in an antique book

or tapestries on a wall,

leaves behind us warp and lapse.

The late month withers, as well.

Below us a white gull keeps

the weed-slicked shelf for his own,

hustles other gulls off. Crabs

rove over his field of stone;

mussels cluster blue as grapes :

his beak brings the harvest in.

The watercolorist grips

his brush in the stringent air.

The horizon's bare of ships,

the beach and the rocks are bare.

He paints a blizzard of gulls,

wings drumming in the winter.














The Sleepers



No map traces the street 

Where those two sleepers are. 

We have lost track of it. 

They lie as if under water 

In a blue, unchanging light, 

The French window ajar 



Curtained with yellow lace. 

Through the narrow crack 

Odors of wet earth rise. 

The snail leaves a silver track; 

Dark thickets hedge the house. 

We take a backward look. 



Among petals pale as death 

And leaves steadfast in shape 

They sleep on, mouth to mouth. 

A White mist is going up. 

The small green nostrils breathe, 

And they turn in their sleep. 



Ousted from that warm bed 

We are a dream they dream. 

Their eyelids keep the shade. 

No harm can come to them. 

We cast out skins and slide 

Into another time.












Yaddo : The Grand Manor




Woodsmoke and a distant loudspeaker

Filter into this clear

Air, and blur.

The red tomato's in, the green bean;

The cook lugs a pumpkin

From the vine

For pies. The fir tree's thick with grackles.

Gold carp loom in the pools.

A wasp crawls

Over windfalls to sip cider-juice.

Guests in the studios

Muse, compose.

Indoors, Tiffany's phoenix rises

Above the fireplace;

Two carved sleighs

Rest on orange plush near the newel post.

Wood stoves burn warm as toast.

The late guest

Wakens, mornings, to a cobalt sky,

A diamond-paned window,

Zinc-white snow.














Medallion




By the gate with star and moon

Worked into the peeled orange wood

The bronze snake lay in the sun

Inert as a shoelace; dead

But pliable still, his jaw

Unhinged and his grin crooked,

Tongue a rose-colored arrow.

Over my hand I hung him.

His little vermilion eye

Ignited with a glassed flame

As I turned him in the light;

When I split a rock one time

The garnet bits burned like that.

Bust dulled his back to ocher

The way sun ruins a trout.

Yet his belly kept its fire

Going under the chainmail,

The old jewels smoldering there

In each opaque belly-scale:

Sunset looked at through milk glass.

And I saw white maggots coil

Thin as pins in the dark bruise

Where innards bulged as if 

He were digesting a mouse.

Knifelike, he was chaste enough,

Pure death's-metal. The yard-man's

Flung brick perfected his laugh.














The Manor Garden



The fountains are dry and the roses
over. 

Incense of death. Your day approaches. 

The pears fatten like little buddhas. 

A blue mist is dragging the lake. 



You move through the era of fishes, 

The smug centuries of the pig- 

Head, toe and finger 

Come clear of the shadow. History 



Nourishes these broken flutings, 

These crowns of acanthus, 

And the crow settles her garments. 

You inherit white heather, a bee's wing, 



Two suicides, the family wolves, 

Hours of blankness. Some hard stars 

Already yellow the heavens. 

The spider on its own string 



Crosses the lake. The worms 

Quit their usual habitations. 

The small birds converge, converge 

With their gifts to a difficult borning.












Blue Moles




1

They're out of the dark's ragbag, these two

Moles dead in the pebbled rut,

Shapeless as flung gloves, a few feet apart —

Blue suede a dog or fox has chewed.

One, by himself, seemed pitiable enough,

Little victim unearthed by some large creature

From his orbit under the elm root.

The second carcass makes a duel of the affair:

Blind twins bitten by bad nature.

The sky's far dome is sane a clear.

Leaves, undoing their yellow caves

Between the road and the lake water,

Bare no sinister spaces. Already

The moles look neutral as the stones.

Their corkscrew noses, their white hands

Uplifted, stiffen in a family pose.

Difficult to imagine how fury struck —

Dissolved now, smoke of an old war.

2

Nightly the battle-snouts start up

In the ear of the veteran, and again

I enter the soft pelt of the mole.

Light's death to them: they shrivel in it.

They move through their mute rooms while I sleep,

Palming the earth aside, grubbers 

After the fat children of root and rock.

By day, only the topsoil heaves.

Down there one is alone.

Outsize hands prepare a path,

They go before: opening the veins,

Delving for the appendages

Of beetles, sweetbreads, shards — to be eaten

Over and over. And still the heaven

Of final surfeit is just as far

From the door as ever. What happens between us

Happens in darkness, vanishes

Easy and often as each breath.














Dark Wood, Dark Water




This wood burns a dark 

Incense. Pale moss drips

In elbow-scarves, beards

From the archaic

Bones of the great trees.

Blue mists move over

A lake thick with fish.

Snails scroll the border

Of the glazed water

With coils of ram's-horn.

Out in the open

Down there the late year

Hammers her rare and

Various metals.

Old pewter roots twist

Up from the jet-backed

Mirror of water

And while the air's clear

Hourglass sifts a 

Drift of goldpieces

Bright waterlights are

Sliding their quoits one

After the other

Down boles of the fir.














Polly's Tree




A dream tree, Polly's tree :

a thicket of sticks,

each speckled twig

ending in a thin-paned

leaf unlike any

other on it

or in a ghost flower

flat as paper and 

of a color

vaporish as frost-breath,

more finical than

any silk fan

the Chinese ladies use

to stir robin's egg

air. The silver -

haired seed of the milkweed

comes to roost there, frail

as the halo

rayed round a candle flame,

a will-o'-the-wisp

nimbus, or puff

of cloud-stuff, tipping her

queer candelabrum.

Palely lit by

snuff-ruffed dandelions,

white daisy wheels and

a tiger faced

pansy, it glows. O it's 

no family tree,

Poly's tree, nor

a tree of heaven, though

it marry quartz-flake,

feather and rose.

It sprang from her pillow

whole as a cobweb

ribbed like a hand,

a dream tree. Polly's tree

wears a valentine

arc of tear-pearled

bleeding hearts on its sleeve

and, crowning it, one

blue larkspur star.














New Section




"I shall never get you put together entirely,

Pieced, glued, and properly jointed. 

Mule-bray, pig-grunt and bawdy cackles 

Proceed from your great lips.

It's worse than a barnyard. 

Perhaps you consider yourself an oracle,

Mouthpiece of the dead, or of some god or

other.

Thirty years now I have labored

To dredge the silt from your throat.

I am none the wiser.

Scaling little ladders with glue pots and pails

of lysol

I crawl like an ant in mourning

Over the weedy acres of your brow

To mend the immense skull plates and clear

The bald, white tumuli of your eyes.

A blue sky out of the Oresteia

Arches above us. O father, all by yourself

You are pithy and historical as the Roman

Forum.

I open my lunch on a hill of black cypress.

Your fluted bones and acanthine hair are

littered

In their old anarchy to the horizon-line.

It would take more than a lightning-stroke

To create such a ruin.

Nights, I squat in the cornucopia

Of your left ear, out of the wind,

Counting the red stars and those of plum-

color.

The sun rises under the pillar of your tongue.

My hours are married to shadow.

No longer do I listen for the scrape of a keel

On the blank stones of the landing."














Private Ground




First frost, and I walk among the rose-fruit, the marble
toes

Of the Greek beauties you brought

Off Europe's relic heap

To sweeten your neck of the New York woods.

Soon each white lady will be boarded up

Against the crackling climate.

All morning, with smoking breath, the handyman

Has been draining the goldfish ponds.

They collapse like lungs, the escaped water

Threading back, filament by filament, to the pure

Platonic table where it lives. The baby carp

Litter the mud like orangepeel.

Eleven weeks, and I know your estate so well

I need hardly go out at all.

A superhighway seals me off.

Trading their poisons, the north and south bound cars

Flatten the doped snakes to ribbon. In here, the grasses

Unload their griefs on my shoes,

The woods creak and ache, and the day forgets itself.

I bend over this drained basin where the small fish

Flex as the mud freezes.

They glitter like eyes, and I collect them all.

Morgue of old logs and old images, the lake

Opens and shuts, accepting them among its reflections.














Poem for a Birthday


1. Who




The month of flowering's finished. The fruit's in,

Eaten or rotten. I am all mouth.

October's the month for storage.

Thie shed's fusty as a mummy's stomach:

Old tools, handles and rusty tusks.

I am at home here among the dead heads.

Let me sit in a flowerpot,

The spiders won't notice.

My heart is a stopped geranium.

If only the wind would leave my lungs alone.

Dogsbody noses the petals. They bloom upside down.

They rattle like hydrangea bushes.

Mouldering heads console me,

Nailed to the rafters yesterday:

Inmates who don't hibernate.

Cabbageheads: wormy purple, silver-glaze,

A dressing of mule ears, mothy pelts, but green-hearted,

Their veins white as porkfat.

O the beauty of usage!

The orange pumpkins have no eyes.

These halls are full of women who think they are birds.

This is a dull school.

I am a root, a stone, an owl pellet,

Without dreams of any sort.

Mother, you are the one mouth

I would be a tongue to. Mother of otherness

Eat me. Wastebasket gaper, shadow of doorways.

I said: I must remember this, being small.

There were such enormous flowers,

Purple and red mouths, utterly lovely.

The hoops of blackberry stems made me cry.

Now they light me up like an electric bulb.

For weeks I can remember nothing at all.
















2. Dark House




This is a dark house, very big.

I made it myself,

Cell by cell from a quiet corner,

Chewing at the grey paper,

Oozing the glue drops,

Whistling, wiggling my ears,

Thinking of something else.

It has so many cellars,

Such eelish delvings!

U an round as an owl,

I see by my own light.

Any day I may litter puppies

Or mother a horse. My belly moves.

I must make more maps.

These marrowy tunnels!

Moley-handed, I eat my way.

All-mouth licks up the bushes

And the pots of meat.

He lives in an old well,

A stoney hole. He's to blame.

He's a fat sort.

Pebble smells, turnipy chambers.

Small nostrils are breathing.

Little humble loves!

Footlings, boneless as noses,

It is warm and tolerable

In the bowel of the root.

Here's a cuddly mother.














3. Maenad




Once I was ordinary:

Sat by my father's bean tree

Eating the fingers of wisdom.

The birds made milk.

When it thundered I hid under a flat stone.

The mother of mouths didn't love me.

The old man shrank to a doll.

O I am too big to go backward:

Birdmilk is feathers,

The bean leaves are dumb as hands.

This month is fit for little.

The dead ripen in the grapeleaves.

A red tongue is among us.

Mother, keep out of my barnyard,

I am becoming another.

Dog-head, devourer:

Feed me the berries of dark.

The lids won't shut. Time 

Unwinds from the great umbilicus of the sun

Its endless glitter.

I must swallow it all.

Lady, who are these others in the moon's vat —

Sleepdrunk, their limbs at odds?

In this light the blood is black.

Tell me my name.














4. The Beast




He was the bullman earlierm

King of the dish, my lucky animal.

Breathing was easy in his airy holding.

The sun sat in his armpit.

Nothing went moldy. The little invisibles

Waited on him hand and foot.

The blue sisters sent me to another school.

Monkey lived under the dunce cap.

He kept blowing me kisses.

I hardly knew him.

He won't be got rid of:

Memblepaws, teary and sorry,

Fido Littlesoul, the bowel's unfamiliar.

A dustbin's enough for him.

The dark's his bone.

Call him any name, he'll come to it.

Mud-sump, happy sty face.

I've married a cupboard of rubbish.

I bed in a fish puddle.

Down here the sky is always falling.

Hogwallow's at the window.

The star bugs won't save me this mouth.

I housekeep in Time's gut-end

Among emmets and mollusks,

Duchess of Nothing,

Hairtusk's bride.














5. Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond




Now coldness comes sifting down, layer after layer,

To our bower at the lily root.

Overhead the old umbrellas of summer

Wither like pithless hands. There is little shelter.

Hourly the eye of the sky enlarges its blank

Dominion. The stars are no nearer.

Already frog-mouth and fish-mouth drink

The liquor of indolence, and all thing sink

Into a soft caul of forgetfulness.

The fugitive colors die.

Caddis worms drowse in their silk cases,

The lamp-headed nymphs are nodding to sleep like statues.

Puppets, loosed from the strings of the puppetmaster

Wear masks of horn to bed.

This is not death, it is something safer.

The wingy myths won't tug at us anymore:

The molts are tongueless that sang from above the water

Of golgotha at the tip of a reed,

And how a god flimsy as a baby's finger

Shall unhusk himself and steer into the air.














6. Witch Burning




In the marketplace they are piling the dry sticks.

A thicket of shadows is a poor coat. I inhabit

The wax image of myself, a doll's body.

Sickness begins here: I am the dartboard for witches.

Only the devil can eat teh devil out.

In the month of red leaves I climb to a bed of fire.

It is easy to blame the dark: the mouth of a door,

The cellar's belly. They've blown my sparkler out.

A black-sharded lady keeps me in parrot cage.

What large eyes the dead have!

I am intimate with a hairy spirit.

Smoke wheels from the beak of this empty jar.

If I am a little one, I can do no harm.

If I don't move about, I'll knock nothing over. So I said,

Sitting under a potlid, tiny and inert as a rice grain.

They are turning the burners up, ring after ring.

We are full of starch, my small white fellows. We grow.

It hurts at first. The red tongues will teach the truth.

Mother of beetles, only unclench your hand:

I'll fly through the candles' mouth like a singeless moth.

Give me back my shape. I am ready to construe the days

I coupled with dust in the shadow of a stone.

My ankles brighten. Brightness ascends my thighs.

I am lost, I am lost, in the roves of all this light.














7. The Stones



This is the city where men are
mended. 

I lie on a great anvil. 

The flat blue sky-circle 



Flew off like the hat of a doll 

When I fell out of the light. I entered 

The stomach of indifference, the wordless cupboard. 



The mother of pestles diminished me. 

I became a still pebble. 

The stones of the belly were peaceable, 



The head-stone quiet, jostled by nothing. 

Only the mouth-hole piped out, 

Importunate cricket 



In a quarry of silences. 

The people of the city heard it. 

They hunted the stones, taciturn and separate, 



The mouth-hole crying their locations. 

Drunk as a foetus 

I suck at the paps of darkness. 



The food tubes embrace me. Sponges kiss my lichens
away. 

The jewelmaster drives his chisel to pry 

Open one stone eye. 



This is the after-hell: I see the light. 

A wind unstoppers the chamber 

Of the ear, old worrier. 



Water mollifies the flint lip, 

And daylight lays its sameness on the wall. 

The grafters are cheerful, 



Heating the pincers, hoisting the delicate hammers. 

A current agitates the wires 

Volt upon volt. Catgut stitches my fissures. 



A workman walks by carrying a pink torso. 

The storerooms are full of hearts. 

This is the city of spare parts. 



My swaddled legs and arms smell sweet as rubber. 

Here they can doctor heads, or any limb. 

On Fridays the little children come 



To trade their hooks for hands. 

Dead men leave eyes for others. 

Love is the uniform of my bald nurse. 



Love is the bone and sinew of my curse. 

The vase, reconstructed, houses 

The elusive rose. 



Ten fingers shape a bowl for shadows. 

My mendings itch. There is nothing to do. 

I shall be good as new.












The Burnt-out Spa




An old beast ended in this place:

A monster of wood and rusty teeth.

Fire smelted his eyes to lumps

Of pale blue vitreous stuff, opaque

As resin drops oozed from pine bark.

The rafters and struts of his body wear

Their char of karakul still. I can't tell

How long his carcass had foundered under

The rubbish of summers, the black-leaved falls.

Now little weeds insinuate

Soft suede tongues between his bones.

His armorplate, his toppled stones

Are an esplanade for crickets.

I pick and pry like a doctor or

Archæologist among

Iron entrails, enameled bowl,

The coils and pipes that made him run.

The small dell eats what ate it once.

And yet the ichor of the spring

Proceeds clear as it ever did

From the broken throat, that marshy lip.

It flows off below the green and white

Balustrade of a sag-backed bridge.

Leaning over, I encounter one

Blue and improbable person

Framed in a basketwork of cattails.

O she is gracious and austere,

Seated beneath the toneless water!

It is not I, it is not I.

No animal spoils on her green doorstep.

And we shall never enter there

Where the durable ones keep house.

The stream that hustles us

Neither nourishes nor heals.














Mushrooms



"Overnight, very 

Whitely, discreetly, 

Very quietly 



Our toes, our noses 

Take hold on the loam, 

Acquire the air. 



Nobody sees us, 

Stops us, betrays us; 

The small grains make room. 



Soft fists insist on 

Heaving the needles, 

The leafy bedding, 



Even the paving. 

Our hammers, our rams, 

Earless and eyeless, 



Perfectly voiceless, 

Widen the crannies, 

Shoulder through holes. We 



Diet on water, 

On crumbs of shadow, 

Bland-mannered, asking 



Little or nothing. 

So many of us! 

So many of us! 



We are shelves, we are 

Tables, we are meek, 

We are edible, 



Nudgers and shovers 

In spite of ourselves. 

Our kind multiplies: 



We shall by morning 

Inherit the earth. 

Our foot's in the door."
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