
  
    Introduction


    THE LONG GAME


    Our memories are short, as are most of our poems.


    Between May 29 and June 1, 1984, the Long-Liners Conference took place at York University.1 Frank Davey, Ann Munton, and Eli Mandel organized the conference to discuss the poetics of the long poem, and many of the greatest living practitioners of the form participated, including bpNichol, James Reaney, Michael Ondaatje, and Charles Bernstein. Davey and Mandel provided academic heft, as did Smaro Kamboureli, future author of On the Edge of Genre: The Contemporary Canadian Long Poem (1991) and Avie Bennett Chair in Canadian Literature at the University of Toronto. Also in attendance was D.M.R. Bentley, editor of Canadian Poetry and author of the bible of the early Canadian long poem, Mimic Fires (1994).


    Other than Kamboureli, does this seem like a lot of men? It does. Ann Munton, Dorothy Livesay, and Magdalene Redekop gave papers at the conference; Canadian literary biographer Rosemary Sullivan mixed it up from the audience floor during entertainingly confrontational panel discussions; and Barbara Godard wrote a fantastic Foucauldian epilogue to the conference, but of the nineteen papers printed in the proceedings, fourteen were by men. The gender imbalance was contentious at the conference itself, appearing in Mandel’s remarks after the keynote address, when he confessed to a conspiracy-like moment:


    
      I think we ought to be talking about something else, too, which I carefully left out of my paper because I got warned about it yesterday. No, it seems to me that we really aren’t facing up to the question of the role of the woman writer of the long poem. And I was told if I say that I’m ghettoizing the question so I can’t say it.

    


    Munton and Davey recognized the gender-balance problem in their foreword, pointing out the “absence of panels on long poems by women or by young writers” and “the absence of many of the writers of such work” at the conference.


    The gender-balance problem has gained greater visibility in recent years through the work of organizations like Canadian Women in the Literary Arts (CWILA). Following the lead of VIDA, an American organization, CWILA undertakes necessary gender counts in Canadian literary magazines. But with that higher profile, it can be easy to forget that the problem of gender equity is one that has been pushed against since the 1960s by a life member of the League of Canadian Poets and a longstanding participant in its feminist caucus. Of course, the poet I am speaking of is M. Travis Lane.


    Lane attended the Long-Liners conference and delivered “Alternatives to Narrative: the Structuring Concept,” the most substantial paper in her section. She was part of a flight of presenters that included Dorothy Livesay, George Bowering, and bpNichol. Livesay talked politics and history with fire, but her analysis was limited to political quarry (feminism, class). Nichol gave less a paper and more a thoughtful long poem that qualifies as analysis only in terms of his own compositional poetic. Bowering delivered a rambling and jokey line-by-line analysis of Robert Kroetsch’s “Stone Hammer Poem.” Lane, on the other hand, gave what audiences love to hear: a good, streaking argument right out of the gate. Here’s her opening paragraph:


    
      Are there alternatives to narrative? We live in history — or herstory — the story that is telling itself, and any utterance of ours makes part of that unfinished narrative. Time is the grammar of our perceptions. Our desires, our memories, and our sentence shapes have chronology and the assumptions of causality. Narrative assumes and implies chronology and causality, with their structural implications. And the beginning and the end of a narrative are defined by the choice of a subject. The hero dies, or the war is over; what comes next is a different story.

    


    A welcome political message, yes, but nevertheless an activism embedded within concepts like time, space, language, myth, and meta-narrative. The rhetoric at play has a manifesto-like tone. Lane offers a world from the start, and as she continues, that prose world only expands and opens up with examples.


    The impact of her address can be measured in the ensuing panel discussion which began, naturally enough, with Dorothy Livesay’s nomination of Lane’s paper as her favourite:


    
      What hit me, not intellectually but with my whole body, was the remarkable way that Travis kept firmly in front of one the feeling of shape, the feeling of construction, like someone doing a vase, a potter doing a vase, and finally you know she’s working toward a shape and the shape emerges and it’s there then. I have a great feeling of satisfaction listening to how she worked that out.

    


    The rest of the panel largely centred on Lane’s ideas for the remaining twelve transcribed pages. One moment is worth mentioning in particular: shortly after the Livesay quote, bpNichol remarks that, during Lane’s presentation, he kept “trying to match myself to Travis’s categories.” He agrees with them to a certain extent, but then he admits that he had “trouble” with their rigidity. What happens next is beautiful and shrewd: Lane makes a general shrug about her own address, saying, “I think you’re quite right. Categories exist to be broken and qualified and changed.” In other words, Lane provides the conference with the meat it needs to think through the long poem’s possible challenge to narrative default, and then she doesn’t defend her propositions. Rather, she rests her case on the need for propositions that can themselves be challenged. In this way, she’s both scholar and mischief-maker — until those categories need to be changed, of course.


    Lane’s mischief-making at the Long-Liners conference is only my second-favourite anecdote in her long and colourful history. Here is the best one, in which she goes to school to take the school to school, commenting upon what she found on arriving in New Brunswick from Ithaca in the early 1960s:


    
      Another eye-opener was Barry Davies’s reading list for his class in contemporary Maritime poetry. About thirty or so names appeared on that list, and all of them were male except for one — Elizabeth Brewster. The names included several members of UNB’s English department who had, like most English professors, written, possibly even published, one or two poems or even produced a tiny chapbook. Incensed, I instantly typed out a much longer list of Maritime women poets who had actually published books (including me) and taped the list on all the doors of the English department offices.2

    


    Now that would not have been an easy thing to do in the New Brunswick of that time. But that’s Travis — a diminutively potent firebrand.


    * * *


    As Lane pointedly admitted at the Long-Liners conference, narrative is hard to escape. We are all part of a larger story, just as this book will be part of the larger story of Canadian literature. Lane’s work will find its way to readers, or not, and be taken up in a serious way by scholars, or not. Her contribution to writing in the Maritimes and to the nation will be recognized, or not. It’s fair to say that, so far, Lane’s role in the larger narrative of the long poem is under-recognized. Ondaatje’s Long Poem Anthology (1979) erred on the side of the so-called “avant-garde” by including Robert Kroetsch, Daphne Marlatt, Robin Blaser, Frank Davey, George Bowering, Roy Kiyooka, and bpNichol. The only straight-up lyric writer in the book is Don McKay. Ondaatje also erred in terms of gender balance by including only one female writer. That Travis is female and not-TISHy makes two strikes against her. That Ondaatje doesn’t include any poets from Eastern Canada makes for three strikes. But since Lane had published only one book of long poems for Ondaatje’s consideration, 1977’s Homecomings, perhaps 1979 wasn’t her moment.3


    Because Lane’s two long masterworks appear in subsequent collections, Divinations (1980) and Reckonings (1985), this makes the case different with the other important anthology of Canadian long poems, Sharon Thesen’s New Long Poem Anthology (1991 and 2001). Lane’s exclusion from these volumes is a bigger problem. Thesen admits that, since the time of Ondaatje’s anthologizing,


    
      the form has become so well-established that to include even a sample of the best long poems written in the last decade would require many more volumes. So I begin by stating that this anthology is not meant as an encyclopedia of the Canadian long poem but rather as a continuation of Ondaatje’s work in 1979 and a record of my own pleasure in reading poems that in many different ways, occasions and structures are “long.”

    


    The same variable is at play again — individual taste. Though the gender balance improves in both volumes under Thesen’s watch, a reader is still very much in the realm of the Canadian avant-garde with a strong West Coast dominance. Not a single writer of the Atlantic region was included in either of Thesen’s anthologies, even while The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature called Lane “the most successful writer of the long poem in the Maritimes.”4 For Ondaatje and Thesen, taste is curiously geographic. Before some suggest that it’s gauche to make an argument about anti-Maritime bias (a bias about which the region’s most prominent poet, Alden Nowlan, often complained), there seems no better explanation for Lane’s relative obscurity than the chauvinism of regionalism.


    A new long poem anthology edited by rob mclennan was in the works in the current decade, but it was never published. Mclennan’s introduction, released online, reiterates Thesen’s misgivings about the inherent spatial difficulties with long-poem anthologies: “the long poem in Canadian poetry has become so prevalent over the past twenty years that it simply might not be possible to have an anthology like this as a follow-up, unless working in the multiple volume.” The long poem is too healthy in Canada for its own anthologizing good? (Or the long poem’s too long for its own good.) Mclennan’s list repeats the sins of his anthologizing elders: Joe Blades of Fredericton is the lone Maritime delegate, and mclennan’s emphasis is squarely on postmodernist writing. When it comes to long poems, the canonization ship has sailed for Lane, unless the good ship regionalism docks at the Irving Shipyards and a plucky Maritime editor compiles a book of long poems, about which people will complain (again) about who’s not included.


    Perhaps the real problem is that the notion of “career” and Lane are somehow incompatible. Her work has “bad timing” because we think of time in the present, but her work is made for a sense of time that takes the long view. May the time finally be now, and may this collection add to the continually unfolding narrative about the long poem.


    * * *


    The aforementioned anthologies show a bias towards experimental/postmodernist writers. Lane’s lyric long line stands in contrast to the disorderly, disharmonic, abstract, and academic strategies of many of these writers, among them Jeff Derksen and Robin Blaser. Canadian readers have a vast repository of long poems to read, but if they reach for the easily available university-taught anthology, the contrast from Lane would give an immediate jolt.


    Since Lane has written a substantial piece herself on the nature of the long poem, it’s worth comparing what she maintained in 1985 with what appears in the newly written afterword to this volume. Lane abandons what she once theorized by defining the long poem in terms of elapsed time of recitation. No longer does she have as much definitional fun as she did three decades ago, though she remains devoted to avoiding lyric pitfalls, choosing not to write “poems that rely heavily on repetition, echo, rhyme, and circularity.” Instead, she values the revisioning or questioning of a long poem’s “opening perception.”


    Though the long poems collected in this volume all have value, the strongest works are “Divinations” and “The Witch of the Inner Wood,” the latter doing a double shift as the inspiration for this collection’s feminist title. I will now explore this masterwork to establish the bona fides of Lane as poet. Note the precise descriptions of animal and plant life:


    
      viii


      The nuthatch trickles down its tree


      headfirst


                          like some slow drip


      of honey


                          from my thatch —


                                                             No,


                                                                  like the sap


      that springtime oozes from these trees


      as if they were much wounded . . .

    


    A great many Canadian poets are on record praising Lane, and their comments contextualize this excerpt of Lane’s work. Tim Bowling has said Lane writes “work of high intelligence and assured technique, a combination of the metaphysical and lyrical that derives its power from a careful, visionary analysis of life’s quieter moments.”5 Well, check. The nuthatch and the sap metaphor, through a kind of magic, recalibrate the natural world in terms of bodily woundedness. Lane’s careful lineation enacts the kinds of arguments in her poetry that reformulate themselves just as she wishes her long poems to do, to extend, to push past, to resist categorization. Jan Zwicky observes that Lane is a poet of “vigorous intelligence and close perception.”6 Check. One can’t read Lane and not notice, as Bowling and Zwicky do, that Lane is smart and carefully descriptive. To George Elliott Clarke, Lane possesses a “music scored by a feeling intellect, one attuned to nature.”7 Like the preceding two poets, Clarke praises Lane’s big brain and descriptive talents, but he also praises the musical effects in her poetry, which also applies to the excerpt, with the careful perfect rhyming of “nuthatch” and “thatch” that play off the near-rhyme of “sap” as well as the assonantal chime of “oozes” and “wounded.”


    Curiously, these observations fit her short lyric work and her long poems, for the difference between Lane in the short form and Lane in the longer form is simple: her long poems resist closure. This is a remarkable aspect, for the risk of the long form is shared with the one that plagues the novel form: episodic, inevitable drops in quality. But Lane maintains the lyric pressure in her lines despite eschewing lyric poetry’s insurance policies (like repetition). She also doesn’t cheat with polyphony, a strategy popular since the eighties. Polyphony is akin to taking another drink at the end of the night to keep things going amongst friends.


    Lane keeps going and going, barnstorming her propositions. Her serial and long poems have lyric matrix, but they just keep thinking and working; they don’t sing out the supper chant for the day to be done. That lyric persistence allows her to do some remarkable qualification and narrative development, creating devastating emotional effect. We feel Lane’s thought as her thought feels us.


    The field of ecofeminist literary criticism is defined as “politically engaged discourse that analyzes conceptual connections between the manipulation of women and the nonhuman.”8 That link between “women” and the “nonhuman” is — forgive the pun — natural because of the ubiquity of the woman/nature analogy, described in a paraphrase of ecofememinist Karen Warren as “the connections — historical, empirical, conceptual, theoretical, symbolic, and experiential — between the domination of women and the domination of nature.”9 An application of feminist ecocritical practice is to find and speak to the transformative possibilities that, through the finding and articulating, transition those same possibilities into realization.


    Actualization is key. Do we just write? Is writing enough? Or do we put the words into action ourselves? Feminist ecocriticism and feminist ecopoetry resist, reframe, and liberate the domination of women and despoiling of nature in numerous ways, but the base materials can be amplified by further political acts. As a member of the Voice of Women for Peace and a poet who routinely chronicles the plight of the natural world, Lane’s life and work are coincident sites where poetry meets action.


    Intrepid readers need to go off the beaten path to read Lane in the context of ecopoetics: she’s not discussed in the important Canad­ian ecopoetics conversations constituted by Diana Relke’s Greenwor(l)ds:  Ecocritical Readings of Canadian Women’s Poetry and Ella Soper and Nicholas Bradley’s Greening the Maple: Canadian Ecocriticism in Context. The first critical foray into Lane as ecopoet was Jeannette Lynes’s “M. Travis Lane, Ecopoet”; the remainder of this introduction builds on Lynes’s establishment of Lane’s environmental bona fides by adding Lane’s feminism to the mix.


    Lane’s creation myth in “The Witch of the Inner Wood,” her masterwork from Reckonings, demonstrates one way the “conceptual” and “symbolic” domination mentioned above is resisted. This feminist long poem can be summarized as follows: a female creator who self-identifies as a witch (“I am witch of this place”) populates the world with people she bakes from a playdough base. She has two “husbands,” a cat that behaves non-anthropomorphically — it is very cat-like — and rock, specifically granite, which she tries to alter and remake. The most frequent action of the creator in the twenty-nine-page poem is garden work: the witch shapes and moulds the earth, and the earth — interchangeable with “rock” — is not rendered masculine.


    Nature is the point of the witch’s creation, suggesting that, for Lane, order does not constitute the taming of a natural space; rather, order is the tending of change:


    
      But order is never a static thing.


                For order is:


                          the pattern that I make


      . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


                                                                  the birds


      weave the bright carpets of their sun;


      so that


                my fragrant garden rings


                                                   with order;


                                                        is the stove


      of amorous delight;


                          and winter


                                         my retreats indoors


      to roll my icy doughs,


                                              cut out


      the shapes to startle spring again


                                                             are order.

    


    Lynes argues that “every poet engaged with the natural world must ask: to what extent can language represent the natural world?”10 With stanzas like the one above positing order in the world as pattern and in the poem as image pattern, Lane offers an answer that troubles orderliness by making order inherently indeterminate. Nature is itself in this poem, and yet is given being — a kind of order — by the witch. To try to answer Lynes’s question about Tim Lilburn’s work, if ecopoetry offers a means of knowing the answer to the question “How to be here?” then Lane adds to this knowledge by recasting the creation myth through feminist intersubjectivity. The witch of the inner wood is not a feminine body to be dominated but is responsible for the green and living things; the feminine actor can change and regulate the myths upon which knowing is predicated. Nature no longer needs to be linked to the feminine body. It can be loved by that body, tended by that body, made semi-orderly, and yet not dominated, either. Investing in Lane’s myth — or acknowledging its more benign relationality over the patriarchal, subjugated myth articulated in the Old Testament — would transform everyday life in Canada. How to get there is another problem, but Lane is already engaged in that very work in her own way as a member of several political organizations that agitate for change. Lane writes out a vision, and she performs it, too.


    And the vision is, above all, that our problems are not simple. Unlike my proscriptions just now, Lane is not proscriptive. “The Witch of the Inner Wood”’s environmental woundedness comes not at the hands of the creator but the created:


    
      In the thawing marsh


                I hear the rattle of my sons


      with their dragon-toothed bulldozers


                                                                  digging out


      what I had not intended yet;


                                                             they break


                     the shells too soon,


                                              destructive,


                                                   passionate

    


    This infliction of wounds upon nature is masculine — the “cooky men” or “sons” are the ones to penetrate it with machines. With the larger category of nature existing as neither masculine nor feminine in the text, destruction is strictly gendered in this text — except that the creator herself, who is gendered female, authors the capacity for destruction:


    
      I am the witch of the inner wood.


      I own this. I create it.


                                                   It is mine —


      until it lives,


      takes off from me,


      flies from my hand.

    


    The witch creates autonomous, unsubjugated life that bears no allegiance or debt. As soon as the thing becomes alive, it is freed from the creator’s control. Thus the destruction is less a “masculine” trait only and more of an inherent condition of existence, something that literally “gets away” from the creator once life is created — what Alanna Bondar has called, in an important ecocritical essay on Don McKay, “a human-­nature paradigm without reducing it to literary tropes, idealized pastorals, or self-defining anthropomorphism.”11 Order is pattern, not rule or recipe. Again, Lane is ahead of the game. Unlike a lot of eighties ecopoetry, Lane’s doesn’t see nature as pristine spaces needing preservation from despoiling. She sees nature as a site of perpetual change that requires constructive interaction and management (as repeated “gardening” metaphors represent).


    Woundedness forms part of the witch’s making, and the consequences of that making are pain and destruction. That the creator is gendered female and men are represented as the original despoilers of the garden seems an inversion of Genesis until Lane’s representation of order and articulation of “how to be in the world” are considered — destruction is not judged in moral terms; it is simply done to a nature that is not gendered. Nature is itself.


    This kind of vision is politically valuable in our present moment of accelerating climate change, because Lane’s poem is neither utopic nor dystopic. In its representation of masculine destruction, it tries to provide an “order” with relevance to contemporary life. Lane’s myth of a witch of her own inner ecology extending outward into a created universe is one that doesn’t establish dominance, nor does it render nature as dangerous force; the “garden” the witch tends is no paradise, hell, or resource well that must be sucked dry or even defended. It is instead a space where the creator creates the forces that result in the eventual Armageddon myth — the poem concludes with creation “dispersed and lost” yet “upgathered now,/ in love’s/ retarding/ skein.” Armageddon is not represented as the fault of men or the victimhood of women but rather as part of the natural order of things — a gathering with love that reconciles the end of the world without moralistic piety.


    This reconciliatory (not conciliatory) gesture — the gathering together with love — also seems to me the most likely thing to save the world. Lane suggests we should recognize the earth as something that needs to be tended, not preserved or protected, a way of thinking that strikes me as rooted in indigeneity. Lane posits a way of being that already pre­-supposes the sanctity of ecology; she offers a poetics that incorporates ecology into a presumption of orderliness in an already patterned world. Notwithstanding its poetic merit, her work is important because valuing women and the environment is important. Since 1969, Lane has written in a relative Canadian wilderness, championing subjects and themes that have only become more important as the years pass. Taken in context with her great poetic skill, what you have in your hands is a remarkable book that is, if not an alternative to the narrative of the long poem in Canada, certainly an addition to it.


    * * *


    Faced with too much Bowering bluster near the conclusion of the Long-Liners panel, Lane transforms into the role of a gifted prosecutor moving in for the kill. She insists that narrative is relevant to his bizarre idea about the nature of fiction and literary creation. The exchange is worth reprinting in full, and all you need to know is that Bowering has made a big deal about the root of the word narration, from the Greek narrare, “to know”:


    
      Lane: I have a question for you. When you tell a fib, and I assume you’ve occasionally done so . . .


                [Laughter.]


      Bowering: Not lately.


      Lane: Do you know . . . I mean, are you a narrator when you tell a fib?


      Bowering: Yeah, well, no, you’re a fiction-maker. I don’t even think you have to tell a fib to do that. I agree with Raymond Federman that anytime you tell anybody anything about your life or anyone else’s, it’s fiction, period.


      Lane: And fiction is not narrative.


      Bowering: Fiction is making, fashioning.


      Lane: And you don’t know what you make?


      Bowering: Yeah, well, you know it when it’s, once it’s there, once it has become a phenomenon.


      Lane: Well, that’s sort of like making a baby, except you never do know your children.


                [Laughter.]

    


    Lane’s intelligence, rooted in domesticity, was more than a match for the Long-Liner nuthatches, and it is beautifully demonstrated in The Witch of the Inner Wood. Lane prefers the long form; it is her cherished mode, and I hope that more readers will come to know these remarkable poems. Let’s extend our memory into the future, together.
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      HOMECOMINGS

      Narrative Poems

    

    
      HOMECOMING


      Dedicated to Neptune


      Penelope’s musings and Odysseus’s homecoming take the form of two years for twenty. The Ithaca of this Penelope is often rural New Brunswick; there are moose among the olive trees. Events are recalled which have not yet occurred, and people are mentioned who have still to take flesh.


      
        Late-Winter to Spring


        i


        Across a balcony of rain,


        the headlamp sleeting the lookout tower,


        I lean a widow’s hour and hear


        the pummelling sea reverberate,


        booming along the dark headlands,


                  cannons of Troy —


                  the trenches at night, wet tents,


                  a candle’s spurt,


                  moth —


                            and


        I smell the moth singe by me; from my hand


        clatters and breaks some domestic tool


        on the bare house floor . . .


        besieges. . . .


        ii


        Not island now, the lighthouse tower


        stands on a rock arm breaking waves,


        holding the empty harbour


        towards the sea.


        Rehearsing combers, war waves, beat


        the stone seawall


        at siege with water . . . .


        Not dead. Not dead —


        but obstinate —


        in his homecoming.


        iii


        Pharos: island no longer


        its headlamp only a single light,


                  only revolving the long days —


        a sheet of black water between us —


        detained by the god —


                  by no god —


                  by the sea —


        island no longer


                  the headlamp stares,


                  fingering water, the brined night,


        your poor face swollen with ancient dreams —


        a sheet of black water between us,


        Odysseus,


        the face in the dark,


        homecoming. . . .


        iv


        An ivy-handed ghost comes to me


        like a vengeful dream


        these salt nights with his bittern’s cry . . .


        dead, dead —


        but I —


        remember the young boy maddened, his mind


        shrunk up to the hole of an acorn.


        Tied to a tree, his limbs strung out —


        tied to a tree, to a bed’s dust,


        manacled, mad, with a blank head,


        food on the floor beside him —


        and the constant nurse.


        Remember the happy sailor? Fortunate,


        fruit of a moment of grace:


        fratelli: the fragile brothers


        (the white surf cannoning the beach).


        — I saw him shrink —


        “scavata è nella mia vita”


        v


        The many things that in broad Troy


        are, and that come to be


        in the unnourishing earth. . . .


        vi


        I watched the dory drag its line


        along the sheeted water; a rose sky


        glinted where the fisher’s hands


        chafed like the blood anemone


        and clutched the cod.


        Old man, that from your hand-hewed dreams


        labours to feed, fog coming, minds the sea,


        mind me, half island


        in your eye.


        And over the echoing waters


        slapping along the black gnarled rock


        where the wizened witchy branches hang,


        dangle in sea pools, heave and swing,


        the fear crept to me,


        nestling.


        vii


        The boy’s like him, I dare say. Like he was.


        Half dangerous, not one for work,


        better at talking.


        Now he spends


        all his spare time in the herder’s hut


        at stone edge, learning epic wars,


        playing at death with pebbles,


        taunting the sea.


        His grandpa teaches him these things.


        My arts, to hold,


        to gather up, to tie,


        he does not care for.


        All along the long fence


        he has strung dead crows


        for a sling-shot tally.


        Beware this corn.


        Crow hungry larger thieves


        stand in the half-dark dining room,


        ignore him yet.


        Go back to grandpa’s, your safe prey,


        your kinder —


        garden.


        viii


        The eye’s duress knives a white spot


        on what it sees: a livid scar


        on the dark hall here where the door-dimmed strangers,


        the soldiers, loiter. Hal —


                  on his white horse, nighttime, lurched


                  into the drenching rain and my


                  Odysseus went with him — all


                  my sheets and pantry purposes went off —


        to reeds and folly.


        Fodder for guns.


        Rock split the ship.


        The wracked house dumped like a chicken coop —


        slid from the deck . . .


                  a white scar floats —


        in the seething grass like a mooring stone:


                  sea scullery, the death’s head on my lids . . .


        marring my kitchened sight.


        ix


        Dolour is moss: the staghorn floor


        wet with the northern shadows,


        pallid and frothed as the sea’s waves


        foaming the pine’s foot by them.


        x


        Robbering under the thick elms


        the boy-ragged night goes whistling,


        brazen and shameless,


                  with shambled teeth —


                  bully-boy-bonny —


        toward colourless death.


        xi


        Buds crimson in the masking spring —


                  all the ascensions redrinking the arts —


        Spring dusts the saints, re-agitates


        scabby old skirts to a flaunting fan,


        and pumps across the polished floor


        all those red sailors — thoughts of you,


                  the suitors your shadows —


        their bright limbs


        haunting my hall like hawk bright birds,


        hungry, febrile, flaring —


        predators.


        Here:


        implacable stones in the forest noon


        mirror the wing flit shadows —


        cold


        under the sliding winds,


        motionless,


        under the sea’s


        beat.


        You, too.


        xii


        Web weib, the spider queen: Penelope,


        wit widow, holes in my net. . . .


        The dull past


        impales its grief on the castle walls


        with needle and thread,


        butcher bird goyesque,


        war memories.


        Blotters of beer


        all round me; soldiers,


        home from the wars. . . .


        All this mob hates me.


        See them dead.


        The flies


        that gnaw my weaving work . . .


        I would see dead.


        xiii


        These waters do not wet my land


        but slide from the ridge,


        fuming like smoke,


        burning the sea,


        like anger.


        The sea outside our sheds is iron.


        A country of tree masts, poles,


        worn, scabby fields,


        homeland:


        the nulla patria.

      

      
        Summer-Fall


        xiv


        The humming bird in the cacti


        shimmered to nothing.


        A red throat —


        silence.


        The frost faked under the cataract


        vanished.


        The sheathing blare


        of the natural world shuts up my sore.


        What was that child born out of, he or I


        drunken that night, the smell of him then,


        — and the white stones here —


                  the unbearable blare —


                  heat scented . . . .


        A desert of height.


        Yellow cliffs swollen with the white past


        stir in the mind: uneasy babe


        kicks oppressive, the belly immense,


        and will not be born, but weighs me here.


        Only the stones in the sun are real.


        And those nights


        nothing


        of him.


        xv


        The sea lay


        flat on the red-brown rocks.


        A withered moon crept up the sky


        which seemed as blank as the blank eyes


        of that mad boy when that boy
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THE NIGHT IS OPENED TO THE STARS
ALL FIRMAMENTS ALL MILKY WAYS ALL DEWS
ALL CLOUDS ALL MOISTNESSES ALL AIRS
AND LIGHT
BECOMES THE PLUME
HOLDS OUT THE MANY MANY WINGS
HIM TO HIM
PRAISE
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A SHAPE ON THE FLOOR TO BE SHAPE ON THE WALL:
AS A LIGHT IS THIS SHED STUFF.

MOP SONG

CURVE BACK
OH ANGEL
FROM HIS
LOVE.
IT FOLLOWS
AS WHITE
WATER
FLOWS
CARESSING
CLEARING
THIS
SHORT SPACE
SOAP
LOVE
SWEET
LIFE
SHALL
CLEAR.

IN LABOUR’S LINE HIS DUST MAY SHINE
THAT ONLY ASH MAY KNOW.
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GOD NEEDS THE FLESH
WE CHORE IN STUFF
MAKE VISIBLE
THE SEEN
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