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 Nu sculan herigean heofonrices Weard,

(Now we shall praise heaven's keeper)


—Caedmon's Hymn


 


The lyf so shorte, the craft so long to lerne,

Th' assay so hard, so sharp the conquerynge.


—Geoffrey Chaucer,

"The Parliament of Fowles"
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 From BURN DOWN THE ICONS (1976)



 
 The Abbess of Whitby

There must have been an angel at his ear

When Caedmon gathered up his praise and sang,

Trembling in a barn, of the beginning,

Startled at words he never knew were there.


 


I heard a voice strike thunder in the air:

Of many kings, only one god is king!

There must have been an angel at his ear

When Caedmon gathered up his praise and sang.


 


When Caedmon turned in fear from songs of war,

Gleemen who sang the glories of the king

And holy men wondered that so great a power

Could whirl in darkness and force up his song;

There must have been an angel at his ear

When Caedmon gathered up his praise and sang.


 
 Whitby Abbey

Whitby Abbey rots like a skull

Where hairy horizons spin draggled

Trees. Black fragment on white sky,

Those sockets once held stained-glass eyes;

Now black birds thread white hollows.


 


The moors are a lunar country.

Lifeless above my head,

Hills revolve while I lose my way in craters,

Crags at false distances and

Blackface sheep. Strange swamps threaten

Less than confusion. Eyes drift skyward

(No houses, birds, flowers),

Anchored, caught in


 


The death's-head.

Legend or truth?

I know now

Caedmon sang here.


 
 Written on a Road Map

This chapel stands between Morgan and Dol

Inside the gargoyle's head of Brittany

Where towns are pale gray names and roads are numbers;

Nameless, deserted; it is closed for August.


 


But how the shadows of a Calvary

Flicker like puppets managed by the sun;

In the yard, a soldier's name is cut on stone,

His life, in numbers, and a word, Regrets.


 


Barbara of the storm, John of the sea,

Saint Catherine fix me here, your fire my fire,

Establishing a chapel on a map

To stop the blur of trees, the flow of roads.



 Names

"This is ozone," you said,

staring at absolute air,

startled by all things

palpable, familiar;

the less we know

about a thing, the more

names we give it.

Nominal friend,

I find you in rain,

see you in waves that radiate

rainbows,

your voice inventing

hemlocks, rose-breasted

grosbeaks. Even now,

this weedy grove spins

starflowers, arbor

vitae, aspens,

and foamflowers

(one word);

from the bottom

of your word-hoard,

names order the world.


 
 Horses on the Grass

From the tower window

the moon

draws a silver maple's shadow

across a spangled lawn;

                              horses

rear, manes lashing the air,

front legs floating.

                    Half monarch,

half shadow, the tree

aspires to the sky;

one branch, cracked by lightning,

scrapes the earth.

                    Reflected

on the grass, bent twigs

are curved hooves, galloping

as the moon rises.


 


Divided it stands

in wholeness, mourning

its victories, praising

the god of trees, the king of horses.


 


The tree holds souls

in a bark prison

poised like a runner at the starting line—

and bolts free, wildly

pawing the ground those roots lie under.


 
 That Maple

You are right, that maple ruined

the landscape; it was out of place.

How it stood in the middle of things,

hunched on the lawn screening
a marble nymph, her raised arms

making circles in water.

Out of the far reach of the eye

I never saw its branches; eyes rose over them

to mountains, painting images

on spindly twigs.


 


                    You know trees

as they are; I gave one leaves

and dressed it in gold

like a love. I remember

a musical wind,

the crash-on-crash

of thunder; I never saw

lightning vein sky silver

and crack a branch

that lashed the lawn

and tracked earth

like the heart.


 
 Street Dance in Barcelona

Alone, I watched the solemn dance begin,

Waking from a silence that deceives,

That turns footsteps, or the rustle of dry leaves

Into the clatter of a tambourine.


 


Their voices had been rattling that day,
 
Rapid as drumbeats, in the Catalan,

But a wilderness of hands reached toward the sun

Like wheatstalks risen from a ground of clay.


 


The crowd broke into perfect wheels, turning

To the stuttering of a wooden horn,

Quickened by the beating of the sun;

I had seen their angry faces burning.


 


Strangers, we stand alone but turn together

As vanes become a windmill in the wind;

One hand opens for another hand,

The wheel breaks only to include another.
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