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            Introduction

         

         In late 2009, the poet Ana Gorría and I translated a selection of John Ash’s poetry into Spanish. The translation project was a mess of papers, scrawled over and revised, my spider handwriting in debate with Ana’s typed Spanish queries. The spinning mirrored question marks, ‘.?’. This was the one time in my life when I could accurately say I lived in a garret, and the whole experience – the cheap red wine, the blue Gauloises, the sloped ceiling, the gypsies playing music in the square downstairs – felt very much the kind of thing that Ash himself would parody, or ridicule as in some way too authentic.

         We were apparently living in the golden age of the internet, and I remember trying to hack out some answers to the questions thrown up by Ash’s notes to his poems, in particular the Christopher Whorf album covers he riffs on in the four-part ‘The Wonderful Tangerines’ (1987). I spent hours tracking down the ‘much-weathered bathing hut’ and the ‘six complete | and luxurious sets of women’s lingerie’ on the cover of the Westminster Gold recording of Bluebeard’s Castle.1 And once I had done so, so what? It was all very well to know the images Ash had in mind when he wrote these four exemplary poems, but what was more interesting was the way in which imagination had transfigured the none-more-seventies humour of Whorf ’s literalisations and reconfigurations of the classical canon (spicy red peppers and phallic bullets on the cover of Bizet’s Carmen Suites) into a pretend melancholy 14and glass-fronted emotion that could only be Ash’s own. ‘It is November. | Cloud-shadows scud across | the shallow lake water, | and the Duke moves sadly | towards the bathing huts.’ The notes hint at a joke, but it’s not a joke you need to get.

         Equally, it’s not clear how much hinterland any reader of these poems needs to have, or have given to them. Ash is a master of the confidential poem: you read him in the same way you would listen to the conversation of an erudite and pleasantly pushy friend, the tea-table monopolised by an intellect that riffs on Byzantine burial customs, or the music of Charles Koechlin. But the names are never dropped to bamboozle you: if you are familiar with e.g. Alexander von Zemlinsky, then the poem ‘Four Quartets’ – ballsy title, by the way – will mean one thing; if you are not, then it will mean another. It’s all good.

         
            
               Four Quartets

            

            
               The boxed set

               of the complete quartets

               of Zemlinsky sits before me.

            

            
               They are stupendously sad,

               and formally perfect.

               If they became my examples,

            

            
               then all my vexations would become

               a violent double fugue.

            

            
               Everything it seems

               ends in anger or lament.

            

         

         I remember wanting very much Ash to be sui generis: I felt a vague sense of disappointment when I first discovered – or 15had my suspicion confirmed – that A.C. Graham’s Penguin Classic Poems of the Late T’ang was vital for Ash’s imaginary. The flat evocations of Graham’s ninth-century poets, their concentration on the line as a unit of sense, constantly undercutting itself: what had seemed to be a parallel became a source, and Ash’s mystery just that little bit less mysterious. Here, for example, are a few lines from Lu T’ung ‘The Eclipse of the Moon’:

         
            
               But the time is wrong, it not spring,

               All things have passed their prime of loveliness,

               The blue of the hills is the colour of broken shards,

               The ice piles mountain-high on the green water,

               The flowers have withered, their women’s charm all gone,

               The birds are dead, their songs vanished.

            

         

         The piling-up of images, the correct yet surprising adjective (the ‘women’s charm’ of the flowers), the sentences winding along in service of some unseen argument… Much of Ash’s manner – the approach I’d shorthanded as Keats via Hulme – was here, and ready-made.

         Of course, I soon got over myself. Although Graham’s translations may have given Ash a few stylistic pointers, Ash’s own preoccupations fulfil and complicate much of the deliberately flat affect of this model. The improvisatory architecture (to repurpose a phrase Ash used of his friend and mirror John Ashbery) of Ash’s work moves beyond any one influence, and his wild points of reference, his sixpence turns of mood and phrase, all add up to a voice which is unlike that of any of his contemporaries, and which I find uniquely affecting.

         From a reader’s point of view, John Ash’s life divides neatly into three parts. In his 1996 Selected Poems, he clearly identifies two of these parts on the contents page: ‘Part One: 16Manchester’; ‘Part Two: New York’. 1996 was the year that Ash moved to Turkey, and ‘Part Three: Istanbul’ completes the triangle. The temptation to put together a New Selected Poems which merely sketched the final joining line was quite strong. However, I am not John Ash and make no claims to be his medium, and it would have seemed arrogant to try to complete the representation of a life according to its own lights. I have therefore divided this New Selected Poems more conventionally, in the order of the books that Ash published, looking in all cases to the most recent version that Ash cleared for publication.

         Although I have tried to give fair representation to John Ash’s work across his published volumes of poetry, this book is unavoidably a personal selection from those poems I like the best. There is scope for – there needs to be – a true Collected Poems, which would gather magazine publications and other excellent work which is difficult to obtain, or which John Ash put to one side when he was compiling the individual volumes that make up his work. A good couple of examples would be what I think is Ash’s final published poem, ‘After Long Absence’, which appeared in PN Review 243, or else his hilariously straight-faced fable of the ‘fabulous beast’, the Zho-Jan, which appeared in Conjunctions 18 in 1992. Ash’s ten book-length collections pull a further comet-trail of fugitive publications. There’s a lot to find out there.

         However, as I put this book together, I was increasingly struck by the ways in which Ash’s published collections are marked by certainty and clarity, an absolute confidence in the final product. Omissions are not accidents, and all that. Such firmness perhaps seems odd to those of us who know and love his work: the conversational psalmodising (to repurpose another of Ash’s phrases, itself picked up from Frederick Goldbeck’s writings on Debussy) of Ash’s best poems is, in the best possible way, a form of chatter. One of the joys of reading 17his work is in feeling that things could have been other, that the sentence you begin may not finish where you expected, may take detours via grand opera or cheesy puns. (Good poets have a weakness for bad puns, as Auden put it in one of his always-accurate value judgements.) But I can literally count on the fingers of one hand the number of editorial emendations I have had to consider in putting this book together.

         One of the ways in which I have followed Ash’s practice in his Selected Poems is in the removal of explanatory notes and epigraphs. Disbelief, in particular, has a useful set of notes at its end, and The Bed begins – tongue stuck deeply into cheek – with a description of ‘The Ash’ taken from The Ladybird Book of Trees. After consideration, I think that these paratextual materials offer a reader guidance which runs the risk of channelling their response into unnecessarily narrow lanes. Again, a future Complete Poems will restore and contextualise this interesting material. In the meantime, I hope this New Selected Poems gives readers as good an overview as possible of Ash’s essential creation.

         
             

         

         James Womack

Cambridge, 2026

         18

         
            1 These covers are easier to find in 2026: the Westminster Gold tribute page has most of them, including the Uri Geller handful of cutlery ‘in a transparent plastic / container’ that illustrates Dvořák’s Piano Concerto. See: https://westminstergold.kimba.biz/.
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            Submarine Orchestration

         

         
            
               
                  In those days we came to the coast in winter –

               

               
                  there were always big sailing ships that moved like women

                  who manage with superb skill

                  the encumbrance of a Second Empire crinoline

               

               
                  sailing ships that were always departing very slowly

                  (we did not know where) departing

                  with a vast faint concerted creaking

                  and an undulation. Then one day –

               

               
                  it was the day the visiting Roumanian singer

                  drowned

                  when we were busy admiring the sunset

                  (what thoughts of the past it gave us

                  what porticoes soaked in light –

                  Aeneas was setting out for Italy!)

               

               
                  – one day Pharaonic and rose-coloured

                  the hotel on the promontory

                  abandoned for years

                  was suddenly illuminated.

               

               
                  We could hear breaking glass showers of coins

                  avalanches of round trays

                  we saw several tall black girls –

                  dancers in the cabaret green or violet feathers

                  pointing the dense clouds of their hair –

                  who shared a cigarette while waiting for their cue.22

               

               
                  Then accompanied

                  by a brief exhalation of stale harmonies a crowd

                  pressed onto the terrace of the casino

                  to watch the departure that was taking place

                  under a cloud formation like a suspended lamp

                  of red faceted glass (and we –

                  all of us! recalled our first visit to the theatre)

               

               
                  and women wearing diamonds and white lace

                  threw a great many white roses

                  onto a water surface as fine as chrome

                  in a unanimous gesture of indifference –

               

               
                  (below on the tangled harbour floor

                  the coloratura mad scene

                  moved swiftly to its horrible climax)

               

               
                  There were always big sailing ships –

                  magnificent coldly maternal women

                  – or I should say there was always

                  the large idea of sailing ships

               

               
                  the anachronism of mysterious departures

                  into a world too thoroughly discovered.

               

               
                  In those days we came to the coast in winter.
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            Portraits One

         

         
            
               
                  In the evenings we drank too much

                  and fell into a melancholy

                  from which nothing could divert us

                  we were dedicated to the most useless emotions

                  we would often think of the absent –

               

               
                  of little Helena H.

                  sitting on her ivory-legged stool

                  very pretty in the half-light

                  the cameo of a Winged Victory

                  tied to a ribbon at her neck –

                  little Helena reading in perfect French

                  respectable stories to the Queen of England

                  and dreaming of the Duke her betrothed

                  who had contracted leprosy in India (poor

                  Portland riding through the park at night

                  lost in the shadowy embroidery of a cavalcade

                  torches of outriders reflected

                  in the varnished panels of his armorial coach –

                  no-one must come near him

                  his noble features turn to a sort of pumice…)

               

               
                  Little Helena

                  and Amélie Agatha Anne –

                  as the wine absomphe (o! absence) began to take effect

                  we felt as if we could wade through ages of rainy autumns

                  search venal Floridas beaches swamped

                  with a greasy human tide and sources of equatorial rivers

                  only to return –

                  the glove the lipstick or the volume

                  of light verse you left behind
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            Portraits Two

         

         
            
               
                  Or we would think of L.

                  whom each of us loves dearly –

                  somewhat clerical inhibited virginal L.

                  the moon-worshipper

                  always searching for his pale Salammbo

                  but when he finds her when he is alone with her

                  perhaps on the way home from some

                  dull concert of bourgeois music –

                  digressing on ‘The Laboratory of the Void’

                  or universal melody of the Unconscious –

                  when he realises it would be possible

                  to touch her hair

                  he becomes faint he can’t move

                  his hands shrink into his sleeves. He confesses

                  all this in letters to his sister –

               

               
                  from Germany (the white staircases of palaces

                  resemble a bride’s train and in casinos

                  out of season chandeliers

                  tied up in sacks are like testicles) he has posted home

                  the designs for a magnificent funeral bed –

               

               
                  silver on black

               

               
                  L. who abused the sun with such wit

                  who looked at the moon with such

                  a penetrating sadness saying –

               

               
                  ‘Forgive the Earth O Silence

                  the little tart doesn’t know what she’s doing.’

               

               
                  From here our thoughts might turn to Vivian25

                  from the inevitability of an early death

                  to the determination to die young

                  exquisitely on a private income –

                  Vivian our Jacobean heroine in Art Nouveau dress

                  living in her perpetual twilight

                  in the perpetual odour of a successful banker’s funeral

                  among lilies always lilies and violets Sappho’s flower

                  often we would hear her shadowed voice lisping –

               

               
                  ‘My verse has not attained the excellence of serenity

                  I have understood this and I know well

                  that no one will ever read it –

                  I still have – my lamp my silence and these flowers.’

               

               
                  And if the night were calm we could admire

                  the chiaroscuro effect

                  of night fishers paused beyond the harbour mouth –

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Portraits Three

         

         
            
               
                  Agatha Amélie Vivian Henrika Anne –

                  to wade through ages of rainy autumns

                  search venal Floridas…

               

               
                  and how many young men

                  towards whom we behaved

                  with such admirable Socratic discretion

               

               
                  all those who escaped us

                  all those from whom we escaped –

               

               
                  how much we treasure the simple heart

                  charmed by ignorance drawn to innocence26

               

               
                  even those concerning whom we were bitterly

                  disappointed we remember them all with affection.

               

               
                  The thought of these young men and these extravagant women

                  (who indulged us whom we indulged)

                  brings Gabriel to mind –

               

               
                  Gabriel who in literature dares everything –

                  in life nothing at all

                  who attaches to himself in succession

                  such charming talented young men –

                  ideal interpreters of Debussy to Duchesses

                  who if they are so impertinent as to make demands

                  to criticise –

                  are informed of their utter lack of true distinction

                  their irremediable mediocrity

               

               
                  The execution completed Gabriel decides

                  it is time to abandon Louis Quinze

                  for Japanese

                  and a flock of ecstatic women follow him cooing.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Portraits Four

         

         
            
               
                  Gabriel or Maximilian

                  dear Maximilian –

                  for all his great name

                  and knowledge of the occult

                  enslaved by a mere child

                  replying to any remonstrance –

                  ‘Ah but you must see

                  he is my Antinous

                  my Neapolitan street urchin27

                  turned angel –

                  to be so beautiful is a burden

                  that I must help him bear –

                  of course I admit he has no brains’

               

               
                  How much we admire his lack of realism his purity –

               

               
                  And Gustav. When we think of Gustav

                  we achieve true depression

                  Gustav perpetually mourning his betrayal

                  by the one true love of his life –

                  his mother. To shame her

                  he has ruined his talent and wasted his youth

                  and she responds with an unfailing

                  infinitely tender incomprehension –

                  if Gustav loves anything it is only

                  the meagre Pomona the plaster Venus

                  half-hidden in the sparse thickets of a provincial garden

                  the small white house the sunlight

                  falling on the curtains’ even folds and severe as a forum

                  the table set for the evening meal. Hopeless –

                  the objects of his love find him guilty of a gross dereliction.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            from The Bed & Other Poems (1981)
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            Even Though

         

         
            
               
                  the suspension bridges are buckling in the hurricane

                  and several cars full of conventional families

                  with an average number of children have been thrown

                  into a river full of alligators,

               

               
                  the old house is still there in its ‘extensive grounds’

                  its doorways linking the clauses of rooms and corridors

                  into a majestic sentence that will not reveal its object

               

               
                  (it might be only a patch of unusual colour

                  or a child’s excited view through a bedroom keyhole)

               

               
                  the windows open onto the white of the margin

                  rainclouds are a shop girl’s dusty thumb-prints

               

               
                  a word

                  is a hand a throat a strand of hair damp after an evening’s dancing

                  the branching stairs escape syntax –

                  are the extreme point of muscular tension translated into stone

               

               
                  you collapse sprawling across the marble prefix as

               

               
                  the first door opens with a hollow sound out of a cheap horror movie

                  shown late on friday when we are a little stoned or drunk

                  and very easily frightened29

               

               
                  A cat escapes into the garden

                  and a rich dust rises in welcome. Oh! the fineness of the objects!

                  their colours! Garbo’s hat with the feather in it, the heaps

                  of early sixties singles, the Afghan gloves, the burnished globes,

                  the toy trains, the mouldy jellies and rose-coloured maps of empire!

               

               
                  It is all perfect: the mirrors are hardly tarnished at all

                  and still flicker with the faces of unhappy children.

               

               
                  We have stepped into the frontispiece of a new book:

                  it is called ‘The History of Pleasure’.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Early Views of Manchester and Paris: First View

         

         
            
               
                  It makes us uncomfortable: the pillars

                  and shadowed arches of these monuments

                  to commerce are a furniture we can’t

                  or daren’t throw out. Hard not to admire

                  such a total dedication to redundancy, –

               

               
                  as if the whole city were a railway station

                  and the line diverted. In the photographs

                  of that age the only people to be visible

                  were those who stood for long periods

                  without moving. Only when it began

                  to die did the running mob appear

                  as dim smudges on a bridge in Paris.

               

               
                  And now are they visible?

                  Do they move freely?
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            Processional 1

         

         
            
               
                  There has been disease in the white town

                  among the rocks and trees. The masks

                  of its theatre

               

               
                  look towards it with stopped howls

                  and grimaces. A procession emerges

                  from a black, unguarded gate

               

               
                  crossing the bridge over the ravine

                  moving towards tombs on its far side.

                  The soldiers wear

               

               
                  helmets like broken cages.

                  Their distorted armour suggests wings

                  or extraneous limbs.

               

               
                  Their heads are beaked and sharp

                  or fissured stones, without profile, –

                  the divine monsters

               

               
                  of Karnak turned decrepit. There seems

                  no reason why this parade should end.

                  It could

               

               
                  repeat and repeat. But the men

                  and the soldiers were not always like these

                  who carry the dead

               

               
                  on makeshift litters trailing rags

                  to the tombs on the far side

                  of the long bridge.31

               

               
                  And the tombs cut from the rock –

                  their façades represent houses, villas and farms,

                  amiable gods and domestic scenes.

               

               
                  Two men with crimped beards lean on their staffs,

                  play dice on a mosaiced floor; a child

                  rolls a hoop

               

               
                  before a hedge of roses and a dog curls

                  asleep on a step. Two women

                  bid each other farewell, –

               

               
                  their hands are touching, – the narrow

                  folds of their shifts fall from their shoulders

                  to their feet.

               

               
                  The figures show traces of vivid earth-reds

                  and lapis blues. The stone flames

                  and it is already evening.

               

               
                  The procession is still crossing the bridge.

                  Over bearers and corpses is the patina

                  of exhausted metals.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The Last Photographs

         

         
            
               
                  The full-colour photographs

                  of the ‘innocent victims’

               

               
                  were to be buried in the usual way

                  under a mountain of flowers32

               

               
                  transported by air from hot-

                  houses half a world away:

               

               
                  the fact that it had been intended

                  to build a ‘utopia’ on their deaths

               

               
                  made no difference to them –

                  ‘no appreciable difference’.

               

               
                  Words were said to the water

                  which fell from a sprinkler on

               

               
                  to identical wooden lids.

               

               
                  A few days later, the sewage farm

                  exploded with catastrophic results.

               

               
                  Nothing could be done about it.

                  The police and the fire service were trapped

               

               
                  behind enormous metal shutters

                  which refused to operate.

               

               
                  The desolation became general

                  and daily more picturesque.

               

               
                  In the last photograph to be taken

                  before the entire area was sealed

               

               
                  off, a black flock of birds descends

                  towards the snow-bound city –

               

               
                  descends in the shape of a neckline,

                  descends like a frustrated wish.
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            Prose for Roy Fisher

         

         
            
               The mud dries out. The new reservoir has covered everything, – even the big house. Also the telephone kiosk, the greenhouses and the cat’s grave with its plastic flowers.

               
                   

               

               It was necessary. The towns have to drink, – water, the past. They can’t choose what they drink or how much: they swell up and burst over the landscape.

               
                   

               

               The cat screams and hisses in the pipes all night. The big house rises shimmering on television screens: even on colour sets it is a blinding white, inhabited by bored actors. Everyone mistakes the water-weeds for ivy. The plastic flowers

               
                   

               

               get more approximate: they’re not even symbols anymore, only a drained colour. And heavy sleepers wake to find tumblers emptied of water, marked by someone’s lips: not their’s, not their’s

               
                  (It is at the moment of surfacing from sleep

                  we know we have drowned. And it happened years ago.)

               

               
                  blue shadows in white sheets. The dawn

               

               is a denial repeated so many times no-one can remember the object of the denial. It stretches the point. (I don’t want to know this: no-one does.) It is reflected in a lake shaped like someone asleep on his side, and not dreaming. Along the shores the mud dries out and cracks: a glaze badly fired.
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            Sonata in Two Sentences

         

         
            
               
                  It is centuries since hunting horns sounded here

                  and only literature makes us imagine them

                  like the dead roses that meant so much to the young

                  cavalry officer toying with an elegant pistol at his temple

               

               
                  in blue mists under a moon that really is

                  a coin thrown for a wager, stuck

               

               
                  at the height of its trajectory. Since we conceive

                  even the sexual parts as metaphors this

                  late air or last song is carried easily beyond

               

               
                  the matter of trees reddening or moths

                  dying at our windows, and something more final

                  which may not return goes up in smoke

                  from gardens, fumes from industrial estates

               

               
                  to orchestrate unrecognisably

                  the plain sonata of a sun descending.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Starting from Clouds

         

         
            
               
                  In what sense can they be said to ‘gather’ –

                  isn’t it more a question of them advancing

                  over the landscape, ironing-out differences in the light?

               

               
                  They ought to resemble a very grandiose

                  kind of public building –

                  Piranesian, for example:

                  the Palais de Justice, Bruxelles.35

               

               
                  *

                  A munitions factory in the rain

                  jets of steam rising from the steel plant

                  visible beyond the contaminated marsh

               

               
                  a din of sirens:

                  civilians are being evacuated –

                  say, 60,000 of them

                  in a calm orchestrated manner.

               

               
                  The sky is clear –

                  for the moment.

               

               
                  *

                  A landscape of broken dice, ice-floes…

                  the city is being carried away by its river.

               

               
                  From the tower of the Exhibition Centre

                  the coin-operated telescope

                  reveals a scene of square-jawed actors

                  conversing with exiled dictators.

               

               
                  Diamonds and blue-prints spill

                  from instrument cases: the whole

                  is subject to a rigid geometry.

               

               
                  *

                  The hospital for tropical diseases

                  is closed by strikes. A gull dips

                  at the splash of a gun dropped in the river.36

               

               
                  *

                  The clouds mass into the fierce head

                  of a political theorist above the cold bay water

               

               
                  from the shape of their mouths

                  we know the drowned negroes have raised their voices.

               

               
                  *

                  The tourists are astonished to find themselves

                  standing on the open hand of liberty

                  as the rain slants in towards them

               

               
                  from the empty houses and the snarled highway,

                  the bridge that might as well be inverted

                  for the good it does: the irises

               

               
                  of their camera shutters

                  open.

               

               
                  *

                  from the classical

                  facade of the disused factory

                  issues a nauseating, sweetish

                  smell : the dead cannot be buried here

               

               
                  and a hedge of barbed-wire surrounds them.

               

               
                  It is a place where once the taxi-driver

                  has dropped you

                  he will not wait.
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            Some Boys (or The English Poem circa 1978)

         

         
            
               
                  It’s like sorting through fireworks

                  left out all night in the damp garden –

                  the same acrid smell, the same

                  refusal to ignite. The world appears

                  as a very dull novel in which the characters –

                  Edwin, Wanda, Septimus and Moira,

                  are constantly looking out of windows to observe,

                  bleakly or with sighs, that it is raining again.

               

               
                  Who’d believe that gods could appear in the shadows

                  of this street, helmetted, surrounded by

                  blue clouds? Only some boys

                  gunning the motors of their stationary bikes –

               

               
                  but they have nowhere to go

                  and don’t want to be written about.

               

               
                  Their myth is violent and orderly. Friends!

                  a word, a clear word on the death of culture,

                  the cognac-coloured sunset darkening above

                  the hunched shoulders of house-roofs, the lilacs or …

               

               
                  the tangled mess of crashed motorbikes

                  and choruses of weeping girls from soap-operas!
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            Advanced Choreography for Beginners

         

         
            
               
                  They are trying to waltz to the drum solo

                  when the American football-player crashes into the band-stand

               

               
                  O anger and incomprehension! he is chased away, down

                  the green alleys of a park, the footfalls muffled by thick moss

               

               
                  All at once it gets foggy and very still: the angel crosses the stage

                  smoking a cigar, the mechanical wings flapping slowly

               

               
                  then, in the nick of time the violin resumes before the rose can fade

                  or the stars fall out of the polished arc of heaven

               

               
                  Suddenly! the footwear cascades onto the stage:

                  so much of it, –

                  boots, clogs, sandals, sneakers, espadrilles

               

               
                  in the final scene a lot of people are smoking wooden pipes

                  decorated with shredded paper beards

               

               
                  a woman carries a table-lamp across the stage for no reason

                  (and this, presumably, is the point of it) there are

               

               
                  piles of polystyrene chips there is a fan-dance

                  and a mad man

               

               
                  the point is:

               

               
                  to establish a new lyricism in which all these things will find their place

                  equally like buildings on the loop of a promenade

                  doors and windows open towards a calm sea that reminds us

                  inevitably of a sheet of cellophane that has been crumpled up

                  and smoothed out again, but not completely –
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            Funeral Waltz

         

         
            
               
                  You know it too!… The charm of funerals in the rain,

                  the special effects men with their hoses well aimed,

                  huge drops exploding on

                  classically beautiful

                  black umbrellas.

               

               
                  You know them, –

                  the houses like fat vegetables

                  stuffed with old lace, ceramics, silverware, dust –

                  secure as bank vaults.

                  Who will inherit?

                  Vittorio is dining with

                  that Chinese actress again…

                  Will the kingdom be divided?

                  Who will keep

                  the chandeliers in good repair

                  and tend the lists of public enemies?

               

               
                  And who is being buried? (What

                  is being concealed? …) Is it

                  the young wife stabbed sixteen times with a flick-knife

                  or the industrialist’s handsome son

                  garotted when

                  his kidnappers tired

                  of waiting for his father’s money?

                  Or is it the old woman who died laughing

                  after winning at cards? No these

                  are only nightmares, fairytales,

                  – reported in the newspapers:

               

               
                  it must be the Duke, the King, the Boss, the Father.40

               

               
                  You know…

                  the feline grace of death bed politics,

                  calm distances of private investigations,

                  mosaics of espionage,

                  stylish impersonations of grief

                  wreaths gasping O, O, O, O…

                  the bells dropping into place exactly,

                  their commas and deaths-head semi-colons,

               

               
                  and corpses suave as angels!

               

               
                  And finally you know

                  the exquisite pleasures of anti-climax,

                  when it turns out that nothing of any value is left.

                  The sewing-machine doesn’t work

                  the spokes of the umbrella are broken,

                  the clock is spilling its intestines,

                  the TV’s burnt out,

                  the art collection contains nothing

                  but fake masterpieces and authentic trash

                  and the old bedstead (where he died)

                  is only good for a garden ornament,

                  – convulvulus contriving art-nouveau effects.

               

               
                  Why was nothing said? Why was the court kept in ignorance

                  of the loss of the colonies,

                  the liberation of the piano factories and the epidemic

                  of spontaneous sex-changes in the army?

                  Why was the baying of a triumphant mob

                  only a murmur?

                  Worse than the firing squad

                  or guillotine they have been ignored.

                  Vermin and insects desert their wigs!

                  Everyone writes the word NOTHING in their diaries.
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            Processional 2

         

         
            
               
                  Why do they approach the tomb nervously,

                  the women pulling at their veils

                  hiding their faces? They have not been weeping.

               

               
                  There is a narrow opening in the lid of the tomb –

                  a slot or vent into which a man

                  pours water and wine as an offering. The women

               

               
                  strike the proper attitudes, heads inclined,

                  hands like birds. They speak in unison, –

               

               
                  words difficult from long disuse

                  syllables wrenched out

                  like half-buried stones. One of them bends down, –

               

               
                  her mouth to the hole. She whispers

                  a question. They wait.

               

               
                  Cries of birds in limestone ravines.

                  Otherwise silence –

                  extending over the many kinds of tombs.

               

               
                  the lids of sarcophagi like pitched roofs

                  of a miniature town –

               

               
                  over

               

               
                  the three ruined basilicas and the empty granary

                  (beyond them sea and sky without division)

               

               
                  absence on absence. At last42

               

               
                  the people at the tomb decide an answer will not come

                  or that it has come

               

               
                  and they have not understood. They leave

                  hurriedly, in disappointment or relief.

               

               
                  Wine has been splashed around the edge of the hole;

                  it dries in the heat, attracting flies

                  like a diseased eye. And this

               

               
                  is the way to the underworld,

                  not the old boatman with his studied air

                  of enigma,

               

               
                  not the ominous river

                  or high gateway draped in black.

               

            

         

      
   


   
      
         
            The Rain

         

         
            
               
                  ‘Not a storm, but the world cried that day…’

                  – Sonny Stitt

                  for Roy Edwards

               

               
                  There may be a heaven of musicians

                  or an angel who weeps for us

                  but the question doesn’t need to be answered, –

               

               
                  the simple grandeur of the ‘correspondence’

                  submerges the inadequate, solo response

                  which is now a broken-down pram or birdcage

                  at the bottom of a Lake of Tears

                  that shines and shines with a more than natural clarity

                  we haven’t had to manufacture –

                  polishing up the old feelings43

                  like fifth-century coins retrieved from the midden,

                  remembering stone wings rain-eaten in cemeteries by canals

                  and this was what we wanted,

                  something that would throw a cool light, stopping short

                  of indifference, onto the tragically altered landscape

                  revealed with the abruptness of a stage-set, –

                  the empty chairs, cushions and useless reading lamps (it’s clear

                  this story will never be told: the hired costumes

                  are returned to the agency) and we won’t need to ask

                  questions about the flowers, their colours or number,

                  their aptness for the awful occasion:

                  it will now be possible to describe this new and too familiar

                  sense of loss with some appearance of calm –

               

               
                  ‘not that it happened so far away I didn’t hear about it

                  just far enough for my feelings in the matter to be redundant

                  although in the next street where the evening shower had started

                  in the next room, the one where the radio had been turned off

               

               
                  interrupting the song

                  about the lemon trees in bloom’

               

               
                  The event is obscured

                  in the hoot and hiss of cars returning

                  to elegant districts indifferently embroidering the outskirts of the town

                  and it will be lost –

                  for a song is too obvious, sticking like a motto

                  and neither your life nor mine resembles one,

                  but the longing stays with us –

               

               
                  I mean the golden longing

               

               
                  the idea revolved in sleep of another land

                  where the people find ‘anxiety’ no more than amusing or exotic

                  where the rain is music on the roofs of blue-shuttered towns44

                  springing perfumes out of dusty yards. Oh, do you know?

                  the life there moves in loops and circles so wide

                  that not a single child is sick into the flower-beds

                  and each evening above the domes and bar-signs there is

                  harmless lightning in a mauve and pink sky: it is

                  a masterpiece by some great anonymous mannerist,

                  reproduced again and again without loss, –

                  yours forever, to sleep with. And a song is the engine

                  that builds this different climate, taking from both spring and autumn

                  buds, leaves, and fruit but avoiding

                  absolutes; its disorder is so strangely calm

                  that soon each phenomenon encountered

                  seems an obedient medium, answering your desires

                  even when unknown (closed in a monastic crypt

                  of your own making, painted with mediaeval depictions

                  of ‘the tortures of conscience’). The world attends the song:

                  the daughters of music stand like pillars on either side an open doorway

                  welcoming the handsome guests, and just to know

                  the invitations
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