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Caution. There are alligators in areas of these Gardens. Under no circumstances should you feed or approach them. They are wild animals and should be treated with great care.

Entrance card to the Jungle Gardens of Avery Island, Louisiana


The Soho Leopard
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TIGER DRINKING AT FOREST POOL


Water, moonlight, danger, dream.

Bronze urn, angled on a tree-root: one

Slash of light, then gone. A red moon

Seen through clouds, or almost seen.




Treasure found but lost, flirting between

The worlds of lost and found. An unjust law

Repealed, a wish come true, a lifelong

Sadness healed. Haven, in the mind,




To anyone hurt by littleness. A prayer,

For the moment, saved; treachery forgiven.

Flame of the crackle-glaze tangle, amber

Reflected in grey milk-jade. An old song

Remembered, long debt paid.

A painting on silk, which may fade.




MARY’S ELEPHANT, ELIZABETH’S SPINET


Some night in the 1580s, she snaps the last knot off with her teeth

By candle-light. One blob under the tail and she has him, in tent

Stitch: startled king from Icones Animalium, a beast she’s never seen.

Ears, silver-pink abalone. Feet lost in a webbed pool

Of bubbles: blue muttonfat peas. She rests him on her lap

Writing letters in her head, unsendable as words for resin

In Armenian akrolect. Her cousin knows everything she has to say

Already. It’s been said. Outside, the black unbroken forest

Rides to London. Wolves kill a roe, for cubs whose last descendent

Will be shot in Mary’s realm, two hundred years down the line.

But she, in these walls, is marigold: a heliotrope,

Turning to sun that’ll never warm her skin again,

Ransacking old books in Spanish for emblems of hope.




Down south, the keyboard’s come from Florian, in Venice.

Cousin E tries some Byrdian version of Only the Lonely, checks

The gilt inlay, Islamic painted whorls, the logo of falcon and sceptre.

(Her mum’s. She paid extra for that.) This sound-hole; a fretted

Bronze rose, is an eavesdropping sun. She’s awaiting her spies.

She can never give in. She has become her own grotesque:

She sends men to the tropics, men to death. When her blood says

Dance, she will gavotte the night away with the Earl of Leicester.

Are there tears at what she looks like now, for who on earth else

May show up in her bed? When melancholy strikes, they see

Her turn to a Pavane. Shadow-bones, capitate, triquetral, lunate,

Stripe and flinch in the back of her hand. One frizzed hair,

White and red, drifts down over black middle C.

And if you and I held hands across this room, touched DNA

Of their touch sloughed off on this tusker

Embroidered in velvet and lint, this Venice lacquer,

Cypress, ebony, we would join fingerprints that never met.




THE RED–GOLD BORDER


If an eye wants to know itself, he said,

it looks into the thing most like it in the world:

another eye. Closed-bracket lovers,

watching their own flame flicker

in a burnished pick-up mirror of each other.




Though Plato doesn’t add it, let’s pretend

Socrates sighed then; leaned against the glow

of Alcibiades in shadow, loose

Red–Gold-bordered tunic opening to show

bronze thighs (and look, one knee up) splayed




on the cushioned bench, little duck-tail rivulets

of sweat-curled dark hair feathering

those famous soldier’s muscles. Close, too close, beside

the snub-nosed simian recusenik

chopping logic in the sweet-oil light




as Samian wine went round the board

and flute-girls danced in panther-spotted chitons.

Yes; his golden boy, out always to seduce,

who’d grow up to destroy

the white imperial city he adored.




JAGUAR QUARTET

1 SAVIOUR



Listen to Itzamna, King of the Mayan sky,

the God-Who’s-Entirely-Good. ‘Jaguar Sun,’

he says, ‘springs new each day in a bubble of fire

where the Children of Hacauitz,

God of the Silent Mountain, sleep in the east.




Jaguar runs through the sky all day

on his Lucozade paws. Twelve hours he burns,

tattooing the blue with peyote rosettes

from his ormolu skin, till he dives to the west

where he wrestles all night




with the blood-heavy Lords of Xibalba.

(The shadow-clot Underworld, brother.

Name it, and shudder.) Jaguar’s power

is warding off. To keep evil out of your home,

yourself, your village, build him a shrine




at each possible exit. Kill him a rosy agouti.

Weave him a spirit house from chalice vine.

Hang it from adobe cactus, stud it

with Purple Queen Cajeput, Lucky Nut,

Green Belly Mushroom, all the atropines,




narcotics, phytotoxins, glycosides

from our home store of poisonous plants.

The secret of apotropaic

is fighting a danger with danger.

One single seed can prove fatal.’



2 THE HAND THAT FED HIM



Yaguara, Beast-That-Kills-in-One-Bound,

with his flaring nostrils, pointed teeth,

his black and gold. God of the Amazon

Over-Lord of Fire. Men scrambled with bare hands




to bag a peccary or capybara, gob it raw.

Jaguar had arrows, forty kinds of bow.

Jaguar dined on chops, black juices, flambés,

roast. But Masters, hear the moral.




Jaguar was generous. He took pity: brought home

a hungry hunter, taught him crossbow, longbow, pipe.

In Jaguar’s cave for the first time Man saw
































3 SURFACES


























4  YELLOW GOURDS WITH JAGUAR IN DULWICH PIZZA HUT
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