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  THE BRICK-WALL MOMENT:

  WHAT IS THIS POEM ABOUT?


  For many readers this is often the primary puzzle: what is this poem about? If only they had a clear signpost (they feel) they would know roughly where they were going. The title can barely be trusted, since the poem’s opening may seem to have nothing to do with it, nor with its subsequent development. It may be hard to tell what the poem’s setting is, if it has one at all. It may be almost impossible to disentangle the metaphors, so as to be certain of what is being compared with what, and which of them is the thing under scrutiny (the ‘tenor’) and which is the thing being brought in by way of analogy (the ‘vehicle’). There are all sorts of minor difficulties of language and reference that may come into play at any moment. All in all, readers may justly complain that their journey is unnecessarily impeded. Don’t we all sympathise with Jane Carlyle when she said of Browning’s Sordello (a poem of 5,982 lines) that she had read the entire thing through without being able to work out whether Sordello was a man, a city or a book? Her complaint indicates a profound puzzle indeed, and this as early as 1840. Something of Carlyle’s problem (accepting her exaggeration for the moment as licensed by irritation) is common to our experience of much twentieth-century poetry. At one extreme we sometimes wonder how we are meant to know if it means anything at all.


  It is worth having a couple of examples here, both from much-admired living poets, both at the less challenging end of the spectrum and chosen pretty much at random. The impediments to the reader’s journey in these cases are not severe, and the reader is not unduly pessimistic about eventually making it, but there are some undeniable frustrations on the way. The first example is Geoffrey Hill’s ‘The Humanist’, whose opening stanza runs:


  The Venice portrait: he


  Broods, the achieved guest


  Tired and word-perfect


  At the Muses’ table.


  The second example is James Fenton’s ‘Here Come the Drum Majorettes!’, whose first stanza is as follows:


  There’s a girl with a fist full of fingers.


  There’s a man with a fist full of fivers.


  There’s a thrill in a step as it lingers.


  There’s a chance for a pair of salivas –


  We have to know what a humanist is, or a drum majorette, and if we don’t know we can look them up. But we soon discover that the openings of the poems stand at a confidently oblique angle to the titles (with a good deal of weight in the latter on the secretive assumptions behind the article ‘the’) and we have to begin to track the poets’ intentions. Quite soon we begin to see that Hill must be writing about a particular Renaissance man of letters (but he is going to make us guess who it is) and that Fenton is associating his cheerleaders with the selling of erotic favours (the title is in effect giving full licence to the exciting musicality of his poem).


  Who is to say what is necessary or unnecessary in the matter of textual obscurity? We know very well that most obscurities in poetry soon or eventually begin to respond to the light of the reader’s intelligence, and that it is an intrinsic part of the pleasure of poetry to be able to unravel difficulties and to solve puzzles. This is the position established by Mallarmé, for whom as much as three quarters of the enjoyment of poetry lay in discovering, little by little, what it means (‘To suggest, that is the dream,’ he said in an interview with Jules Huret). This pleasure (which I take as agreed) endorses recognition, since the answer to a puzzle ought to be satisfyingly obvious. Poetry surprises us with what we already know. Yes, we have all seen sixteenth-century portraits of self-assured scholars (Hill) and we recognise the hectic inter-involvements of sex (Fenton).


  Despite this comforting principle, there are a few problems about wilful obscurity in poetry, and I shall deal with some of them in the course of this book. For the moment it remains to examine a little further the reader’s relationship with the poet who is responsible for the puzzles that for a time confound him. Is the poet in some sense a superior person to the reader, leading him on just for the sake of it? Is it possible that the poet sometimes doesn’t know what he is doing and is asking for some sort of mindless complicity on the reader’s part? Is it all serious and worthwhile? Or is it a pointless game? Such needling questions are often, I believe, lurking behind the reader’s occasional impatience with poetry, and though they may be irritating to poets, it is important that they be addressed.


  What is this poem about? ‘About’ has two distinct senses which link meaning with purpose. And the word links them rather firmly, one would think, and much in accordance with readerly common sense, for to discover the true subject of the poem (what it is ‘about’) must, we feel, lead us to the heart of what the poet is up to (what he is ‘about’). If, then, we are not at all clear what he is up to – beyond the playful exercise of his medium – we are free to blame either our capacity for interpretation or his intentions in the matter. Until we know more, that is to say, we may always be in the position of mistrusting the poet’s intentions. Not that we suppose that he intends no meaning at all (though we may distressingly come across examples of such literary nihilism), but we fear that he may have failed to take something into account, led us up the garden path, got something wrong himself. If he were the setter of a crossword puzzle, such a blind alley would cause us to write angrily to the editor. But setters of crossword puzzles don’t often get things wrong, and they rely very much on the addict’s pleasure in patient solutions and sudden revelations. Araucaria of the Guardian is much more of a poet than the hired versifiers of Hallmark greetings cards. There is no puzzle in the facile birthday wish, and not much pleasure either, though the pleasure of skilled verse is quite another matter.


  Related to this dual sense of ‘about’ in the protestations of the reader is the dual sense of ‘mean’ (what does a poem ‘mean’, and does the poet ‘mean’ it?), linking the reader’s act of decoding with his estimate of the poet’s sincerity. This is a popular misunderstanding of the value of meanings, since a poem is quite unlike a promise or a lover’s vow or a street direction. You cannot act on it or expect anything further from its author. You do not even need to know who the author is. It may be deliberately fictive, even misinformed. It is quite likely to be hypothetical. The poet is often in today’s parlance ‘only joking’, out to get our attention for propositions that are closer to wild surmise or philosophical paradox than to vital truth. This doesn’t at all suggest that such poems are not worth our attention, or that they have nothing to do with truth of any kind. But you can’t ask whether the poet ‘means’ them any more than you can ask whether a composer ‘means’ a symphony. Fenton’s poem, for example, is a self-generating verbal performance that earns its weary conclusion (‘And it’s hard for a heart to put up with’) rather as a piece of music earns its final chords. ‘Here Come the Drum Majorettes!’ is not entirely an anti-sex poem in a polemical sense, because the words take joy in it, and the weariness seems to be as much a vocal as a temperamental weariness.


  There are, curiously enough, other words like ‘about’ and ‘mean’ that share this duality of implication, linking a challenging quality in a poem with the character of the poet who produced it. For example, if there are things in a poem that we don’t yet ‘know’, we may feel that the poet seems to be too ‘knowing’, appearing to take pleasure in the things he knows that the reader doesn’t (that ‘Venice portrait’ in the Hill poem). It’s odd that the word should have become an accusation, since any poem surely intends to convey its knowledge. After all, in ordinary life, a ‘knowing’ look is designed to make you think twice before interpreting it. It is directed at someone in order to enforce a certain response. It establishes a complicity. Do we resent this challenge to our mental resourcefulness? A poem shares with the reader the matter that must be interpreted. That, indeed, is what the poem is ‘about.’ If the poem is good enough, it will send us off to find out, for example, about that portrait.


  The ideal reader understands all this. To be sympathetic to a poem that one may not yet fully understand is surely to be ‘understanding’. And further, in taking up a poem to be read it could be said that one enters into an ‘understanding’ with its author. In this case, the poet can be no more ‘understanding’ than the reader can be ‘knowing’. Of course, the poet may appear to understand something that we recognise in our acknowledgement of it. Thus, ‘understanding’ is shared and becomes empathy or compassion, while ‘knowing’ is felt to be purely intellectual and entirely challenging. But we have already seen that ‘knowingness’ intends complicity. We are paid the compliment of being presumed to know what the poet knows. It should be part of the understanding between us. But is it always? The invitation flatters us by asking us to get ahead of our experience of the poem, to meet the poet halfway. For example, we might feel that we have to read ‘Here Come the Drum Majorettes!’ as a poem specifically weary about sex between men and women. Is there a touch of revealing hysteria in its tongue-twisting high jinks? A knowing poem challenges those who do not know what the poet already knows, whereas what the poem really should do is lead both poet and reader to a state of knowledge. The poem can be an experiment in self-discovery.


  All this shows how deeply we expect cognitive enlightenment from our reading. And why not indeed? What else is reading for? The classic statement on this issue for our age comes in Fenton’s ‘The Manifesto against Manifestoes’: ‘Imagine a poem that was so intrinsically interesting that it never occurred to people, when discussing it, to mention treatment, method, tradition, influence, form or any of the usual critical categories. The only thing people wanted to talk about was the subject. Would not that be, in its way, revolutionary?’


  Well, it would be indeed. Because I think in fact the usual things that people want to talk about when they read a poem are its puzzles. They don’t want to be the only reader who doesn’t get the puzzle, just as they don’t want to be the only member of a nightclub audience who doesn’t get the joke. But it is more than this earning and parading of consumer credentials. It is the recognition that the poet is intending to entertain you by making it puzzling and it is the wish to respond in the same spirit. If we are entertained by Fenton’s drum majorettes, as surely we are, then we can engage with its puns, its word chimes and its puzzles, and in the process begin to talk about the poem’s subject.


  In the light of this unsigned human contract between poet and reader, let’s look again at ‘about.’ The suspicion is generally and often rightly held that poetry is ‘about’ something other than its ostensible subject, and that there is a reason for its concealment. It’s as though we are dealing with a conspiracy (‘We came to know what he was about; we were let into his secrets’). This concealment might not be deliberate, of course. Indeed, it might be all too plainly part of the whole difficulty of the poet’s gearing himself to the enterprise (‘He set about, with all due deliberation …’). We know that will and intention have a crucial role in writing, as well as mere futurity (‘It has not yet come about; it is about to happen’). And what the mere situation of sitting down to write may cause to avowed intention is well known to Freudian theory. The poet may not be fully aware, we often feel, of the conflicts within him (‘He’s about to make a fool of himself’). The poem he set out to write turns out to be something else entirely more revealing. The drum majorettes may begin to look as though they were written on a hazardous psychological fault-line.


  But whatever the degree of fruitful self-knowledge in the poet, or confidence in his putting a plan successfully into operation, from the reader’s point of view the poem does often remain a kind of puzzle. ‘What is he about?’, archaic as the formulation is, links the unknown intention of the poet to the modern sense of the intrinsically difficult subject, ‘What is it about?’, where the ‘it’ may stand quite closely for the whole enterprise, and not merely for the present result of that enterprise, i.e., the ‘text’. It is this question that leads us to try to discover Hill’s temporarily occluded attitude towards Renaissance humanism.


  Sometimes a poetic text is quite clear, but we hardly feel that the poet could possibly ‘mean’ it, as when W. H. Auden and William Empson (sensible poets, both, and down-to-earth critics) simply didn’t believe that W. B. Yeats in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ (1927) could have meant that he wanted after death to become a mechanical bird. This is hardly a failure of reading, unless you feel the need to continue to search for something else that the poem might be ‘about’. Empson’s endeavours focussed on proving that the magic of an automaton is a sufficient symbol of the powers desired by the poet (this appears in Using Biography, 1984, pp. 176ff.). He was scornful of the common view that Yeats’s Byzantium represents the Christian afterlife and that the Emperor is a symbol of the deity. We should perhaps be ready to see that Yeats’s proposition might really ‘mean’ something else, quite regardless of whether he ‘meant’ it or not. And he may have meant to suggest (as Auden’s own solution to the unsatisfactory message implied, in his 1939 elegy for Yeats) that he really wanted to turn into his own perfected poems, to become, as it were, ‘his admirers’.


  The crucial stanza in ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ is the final one, after the aged poet has established that he has rejected the hauntingly sensual world of youth and fecundity in order to sail to Byzantium, where his soul can study ‘monuments of its own magnificence’ and be taught to sing by ‘sages standing in God’s holy fire’. It is easy to see how it appears to propose a metamorphosis after death:


  Once out of nature I shall never take


  My bodily form from any natural thing,


  But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make


  Of hammered gold and gold enamelling


  To keep a drowsy Emperor awake;


  Or set upon a golden bough to sing


  To lords and ladies of Byzantium


  Of what is past, or passing, or to come.


  But the easier and more moving reading involves not the achieved sublimation of a poet’s oeuvre (which the aging poet might well have had in mind, thinking back to what a mediaeval Irish bard could have learned from the traditions of the holy city of Justinian) but poetry’s essentially unsatisfactory nature as a secondary world. Behind the confidence of ‘Sailing to Byzantium’ might be the sickness of a quite different emperor, who in Hans Andersen’s story ‘The Emperor’s Nightingale’ could not be cured by a clockwork bird, which, after all, could do nothing but simply imitate the real one. Art, however fascinating, is no substitute for life itself. Did Yeats mean this? Or rather, once we have thought up this ‘meaning’, what shall we do with it? Yeats’s bird is not said to be a nightingale (a Byzantine bird is more likely to be a peacock, though a peacock can hardly sing) and Andersen’s emperor was Chinese.


  Yeats’s modernism is not the same as the modernism that notoriously allowed words and images a free play regardless of any intended meaning, like Dylan Thomas letting (as he willingly admitted) an image be made emotionally in him; letting it breed another to contradict the first; making – of the third image bred out of the first two together – a fourth, contradictory image; and then letting them all conflict. Such procedures can lead to a dangerous confidence in technique and can also result in a sterile formalism. It is certainly possible to admire technique and to be dazzled by verbal implications thrown up by the accident of contiguity. But after a while the reader longs to re-establish the traditional communication of felt truths in art. This was certainly true of Auden in the late 1930s when he made his comment on Yeats’s belief in a spirit world, and found him ‘silly’. There were important things to be said about the suffering of the decade in which Auden himself had developed from ostentatious obscurity to forceful simplicity, and Yeats had once happened to set a benchmark for such poetry.


  Auden looked to the artist for an attitude to his material that defined his subject, and he occasionally felt safer in sounding off about this in painting than in poetry. He made an effort when in Brussels to appreciate painters like Rubens, for whom a classical subject like Daedalus and Icarus in flight was simply an excuse for a virtuoso performance of flesh, drapery and perspective. ‘The daring and vitality take one’s breath away,’ he wrote to a friend apropos of such a small Rubens oil sketch, ‘but what is it all ABOUT?’ He preferred Bruegel, who could portray the life of his own time and dramatise the human emotions he found there. The result was his own poem about Icarus, ‘Musée des Beaux Arts’, which begins with the all-important word that is at the heart of this discussion: ‘About suffering they were never wrong, | The Old Masters …’ The poem goes so far as to propose that the poet’s real subject may – like the human suffering that lurks unnoticed in the scenes of our daily life – be itself hidden away in his poem. It may be a subject that the poet hardly dares acknowledge or wishes the reader to hunt out and discover for himself, but it is there. In ‘Musée des Beaux Arts’ this subject is Christian revelation, surprisingly enough. Comparing it with the Christian gestures thrown up by Dylan Thomas’s self-generating images, for example, we can see a poet’s mind at work. In Thomas, we can only see the images at play.


  Still, the puzzles in Thomas are often enticing enough to require our attention. If we can find more meaning in them than we suspected was there, we dignify the poem. If it is in some sense more our own meaning than the poet’s, we are usually generous enough to wish to share it with the poet, as though we could let him know that his own half-conscious instincts have been successful. In the matter of intention, we want to give the poet the benefit of all doubt. And he, in turn, is felt to sanction our interpretation. Until, that is, we encounter the brick-wall moment when we may temporarily concede the puzzle. The reader will probably recollect experiences of this unhappy state of affairs, perhaps with the work of early Thomas or late Hill, perhaps much of the time with John Ashbery (though these are by no means extreme cases).


  I shall examine brick-wall moments in poets generally rather clearer than these examples, as well as in other cases where we may well feel that we have solved a puzzle and yet not seen the problems that a false solution will lead us into. Although there is little overarching argument, the book is arranged in loosely convenient chapters. I begin with the importance of using images as a key to the ‘story’ behind a poem and proceed to the crucial habit of riddling in poetry. Then I look at a variety of puzzles that relate to our mistrust of poets and of believing what they say. Finally, there are chapters on problems that occur when poets borrow from myth or other literature, on problems related to a poem’s title, and on problems in identifying mysterious central characters in poems.


  The pleasure of poetry resides in moving from one state of understanding to another. We can return to it and feel different pleasures as our own understanding shifts according to the changes in our knowledge and experience. The pleasure is in the poem and the way it works upon us, but our contract is with the poet. And, of course, he has insisted upon inserting the clause that allows him to conceal the meaning for dramatic purpose.


  2


  POUND IN THE METRO:

  IMAGE AND STORY


  IMAGE AND STORY


  What is poetry about? The question has been asked already, and it will be asked again. We may leave aside for the moment narrative or didactic poems, which offer the reader an unmistakable primary subject. You can embark on Spenser’s Faerie Queene or Thomson’s The Seasons with reasonable confidence of identifying what is being proposed, though even in such cases you soon begin to suspect that there are suggestive, even distracting, political allegories or subtexts to take into account. This is because poetry is in its very nature beautifully adaptable to secondary meanings.


  Poems create images. Objects real or imaginary, scenes and situations, qualities that suggest personality, abstractions that perform vigorously within their syntax: the ‘thinginess’ of images can be elusive sometimes, but we know when we are dealing with them, for they convey the drama of the poem. We are happy to take them for granted, since this is how poetry works on us. ‘I had a little nut tree’; ‘While shepherds watched their flocks by night’; ‘My titillations have no foot-notes’; ‘How sleep the Brave, who sink to Rest’: in different ways these opening lines compel the mind to attempt a picture, with varying degrees of success.


  However, it is not the ‘how’ of this process that I’m concerned with here, but the ‘why’. Very literal-minded readers are unhappy with poetry’s habit of making images that clearly evoke a thing that turns out to be significant of something else altogether, or even, disconcertingly, of something else as well. How can we possibly decide what this something else is, they ask?


  In Imagist poetry (and in the Symbolist poetry which precedes it) the image is deliberately isolated from all applications and conclusions, not so much to create an insoluble puzzle as to allow the reader the unhindered pleasure of solving it, often fairly quickly, but sometimes not at all quickly, and on occasion never quite. T. E. Hulme, because his poems are brief, is a useful example. Here is his poem ‘Autumn’:


  A touch of cold in the Autumn night –


  I walked abroad,


  And saw the ruddy moon lean over a hedge


  Like a red-faced farmer.


  I did not stop to speak, but nodded,


  And round about were wistful stars


  With white faces like town children.


  There are two ‘likes’ in the poem, giving the reader the benefit of simile. There is a harvest moon, and there are the early stars paler than the moon. And there is the figurative ‘story’ of town children deprived of the healthy vigour of the country wanting something from the farmer that they are too shy to ask for. A glass of milk? Is this too much story for what may be simply a description of a rising moon? Perhaps. But the description isn’t all that simple, and it isn’t the end of the story, for at the heart of it we find the poet himself, who nods at the moon in a way that the excluded stars wouldn’t dare to and who has no intention of mediating between them. He simply gets on with his walk. He must be a countryman, too, we think. And, of course, his profession as a poet allows him to choose which heavenly bodies are at any moment of numinous significance to him. Think of all the poets who have been on a much more than nodding acquaintance with the moon.


  It is important to establish from the outset that it is poetry’s privilege to say as little as this, just as it is Hulme’s privilege to show himself thoroughly acquainted with the populated autumn sky and able to treat it lightly. The poem’s subject requires examples, but these examples need no more elaboration than to evoke it.


  It is quite the other case with fiction, where it is the priority of the example that allows generalisation to follow. Auden made a concise distinction of this kind in an early journal: ‘The novel – talking of Mrs Snooks reminds me of kleptomania. The poem – talking of kleptomania reminds me of Mrs Snooks.’ Fiction naturally has its own real story. Here is another example of what we call an ‘image’:


  When Farmer Oak smiled,


  The corners of his mouth spread till they were


  Within an unimportant distance of his ears,


  His eyes were reduced to chinks,


  And diverging wrinkles appeared round them,


  Extending upon his countenance like the rays


  In a rudimentary sketch of the rising sun.


  I’m afraid that this isn’t a poem, but the first paragraph of Thomas Hardy’s novel Far from the Madding Crowd printed with line breaks. Oak is a character in a narrative, so that whatever Hardy chooses to write we know that it is ‘about’ him. He is Auden’s ‘Mrs Snooks’. Hulme’s poem isn’t about a farmer, but perhaps also not about the moon (just as Hardy isn’t writing ‘about’ the sun). Hulme’s subject (Auden’s ‘kleptomania’) seems to be elusive, however pleasurable the invention and texture of the comparisons it makes. Even the title (‘Autumn’) doesn’t quite indicate the subject, since it has nothing to say about the powerful feeling of privilege (‘nodded’) and contrasted alienation (‘wistful’) that we find at its emotional centre. Sometimes, of course, a title may indeed be a calculated key to meaning, and in another Hulme poem we will find this to be so, even though the puzzle remains (see my discussion of ‘Conversion’).


  These examples are not particularly difficult, and exhibit the writers’ fancy in ways that are common to much description in literature. But they may be usefully remembered when considering the naturally puzzling character of poetry compared with the forthright purposes of prose (Oak in this case is established as an easy-going character to whom challenging events will occur, but who is likely to survive them, just as the sun, however obscured, will undoubtedly rise again). We may have no such clear idea of what Hulme may be up to, but our individual reading will wish to come to a conclusion of sorts. Perhaps his subject can be said to be not autumn so much as the transience of autumn and the onset of winter. There is a touch of cold in the air. The poet recognises the harvest exertions of the ‘farmer’ moon, sharing as he does our human sense of what is appropriate to a season measured in months. But the stars work to other timescales, some of them incomparably vast. Do we imagine them wishing (‘wistful’) that they might be more involved in human calculations?


  TWO MEETINGS


  Hardy himself was both novelist and poet, and incorporated into his fiction many of the evocative and suggestive techniques of poetry – as, famously, when Angel encounters Tess at Talbothays dairy, and the meeting is described in the rich and subtle terms of an Eden under threat, and innocence lost. The reader may judge the imagery of such a narrative passage in the full light of the elaborated history of his characters. In the case of his short poem describing a similar encounter of sexual thrill and foreboding, ‘Once at Swanage’, we are told nothing much at all about the participants. The poem moves towards its presentation of the couple in its final line as a pair of dramatic pronouns (‘I and she!’) in some ways comparable to his presentation of Angel and Tess as the primal pair (‘she regarded him as Eve at her second waking might have regarded Adam’), but without their personal history and with the universalising power of anonymity:


  The spray sprang up across the cusps of the moon,


  And all its light loomed green


  As a witch-flame’s weirdsome sheen


  At the minute of an incantation scene;


  And it greened our gaze – that night at demilune.


  Roaring high and roaring low was the sea


  Behind the headland shores:


  It symboled the slamming of doors,


  Or a regiment hurrying over hollow floors …


  And there we two stood, hands clasped; I and she!


  There is only a slight puzzle here, but it may prove a good example of how tricky it can be to read a poem, in particular to ‘read’ the story evoked by the imagery. The story of Tess and Clare unfolds before our eyes in the plainest terms, but the story of ‘I and she’ (about whom we know no more than that they are holding hands) must be constructed from the way that Hardy has chosen to describe the moon and the sea. Far from contributing to an idyll, as we would expect, moonlight provides an implicit curse. The sea, too, is inimical to the couple: its sounds suggest quarrels and (bizarrely!) the billeting of soldiers. The speaker is conscious of this prophetic colouring, so that the final line may be read in two quite different ways: ‘And there we two stood, doomed!’ or ‘And there we two stood, nonetheless defiant!’ The time scheme of the poem indicated by the title may help us here: the occasion happened ‘once’ upon a time and ‘now’ the speaker may be presumed to know the outcome. We reflect that ‘once’ the hand-clasp and the implicit exchange of vows would have been everything, and that it is only ‘now’ that the landscape is described in such baleful terms. We are forced to conclude that the fatal outcome (whatever it is) is being read back into the past, when the pair was ironically unaware of it.


  One crucial piece of the puzzle (so often there is a missing piece, and you look everywhere for it, on the floor or back in the box) can be provided by the real story of Hardy and his first wife Emma, for in the many poems written after her death he revisited the early days of his wooing in the light of the later domestic estrangement he came so bitterly to regret. It is a clue quite outside the text of the poem, of course, but it is nonetheless a powerful light shone by Hardy’s perhaps most celebrated body of poetry, and it reveals the military image to be a total red herring.


  All this is telling us that however powerful the images of a poem, and however forcefully they convey meaning, we still look for the story. And images do convey story, if they are read with attention. Take ‘Meeting at Night’, a poem by Browning that is similar in some respects to Hardy’s, in that the details of its seascape setting lend emotional value to a situation from which the actual elements of the story are dramatically withheld:


  The grey sea and the long black land;


  And the yellow half-moon large and low;


  And the startled little waves that leap


  In fiery ringlets from their sleep,


  As I gain the cove with pushing prow,


  And quench its speed i’ the slushy sand.


  Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;


  Three fields to cross till a farm appears;


  A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch


  And blue spurt of a lighted match,


  And a voice less loud, thro’ its joys and fears,


  Than the two hearts beating each to each!


  Many readers find no puzzle here, or at least will ask no questions, requiring no narrative context. The sensuous excitement of the achieved assignation seems to be enough. But ask them what happens next, or even what might have happened earlier, and the puzzlement sets in.


  The point is that some sort of context is supplied by the language and images of the poem. Its mode of description (which could have been conducted in some quite different way) underlines everything that is unusual and furtive in the encounter. The yellow half-moon (like Hardy’s ‘demilune’) is a baleful presence, and there is a restless, erotic imagination at work in the remaining lines of the first stanza. It is impossible not to feel that, like the waves, a woman is going to be startled from her sleep. Startled, moreover, not with reluctance but with a passionate response (‘fiery’) that is somehow conditioned by the light of the moon reflected in the ringletted waves that represent her. A different sort of anticipation (definitely the speaker’s this time) is suggested by the tactile, even sexual description of the boat’s arrival (‘pushing’, ‘quench’, ‘slushy’).


  In the second stanza, the matter-of-fact details seem designed to convey a different aspect of this story. A mile of beach and then three fields to the farm? Why, therefore, come by boat? Surely there must be a direct road to the farm? The tap at the window and the spurt of the match are both signals of the secrecy that must be maintained by making the least noise. Why is this? Why are the lovers conscious of the loudness of their beating hearts (louder than a whisper)? These puzzles are momentary. We realise that the love-making (‘joys’) can’t take place here because of the possibility of discovery (‘fears’) and that, therefore, some kind of elopement is taking place. We can imagine the couple retracing the three fields and the mile of beach. Is it likely that after such a journey he will do so alone?


  It will be replied that he might very well be alone. He might be making this journey every night, for all we know, and if so it would be evidence of an heroic commitment to a forbidden or illicit amour (not unlike Browning himself insistently attendant upon Elizabeth at Wimpole Street). If you choose that explanation you are perfectly entitled to do so. But my point is that the poem requires us to be alive to all of these speculations, which are directed by the details and imagery of what is, after all, a very short poem. And, as ever, we speculate in order to resolve momentary puzzles.


  POUND IN THE METRO


  Working out the implications of the images of even quite short poems is, as we have just seen, a traditional pleasure. Perhaps the complexities of Browning and Hardy might be seen as preparing the ground for a movement like Imagism, where the taking of some kind of ‘story’ for granted – however elusive it might have become in the tradition that Hardy represented – is generally abandoned. What remains, however, is likely to provoke the idea of ‘story’ in some way in the reader’s mind, as we have seen in the poem by Hulme.


  Possibly the most celebrated Imagist poem is Ezra Pound’s ‘In a Station of the Metro’, first published in 1913 and collected in his volume Lustra (1916). Here is the complete poem:


  The apparition of these faces in the crowd


  Petals on a wet, black bough.


  I shall take it as an example of a puzzle about a poem that is ostensibly a standard-bearing example of formal borrowing. But I don’t want to minimise the significance of its metrical form, since there turns out to be a puzzle about that as well.


  The formal borrowing is
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  ALBERTO GIACOMETTI


  (Translated by David Gascoyne)
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