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Foreword



It is good to have this substantial collection of Liz Lochhead’s poems. Although she has become increasingly well known as a public performer of her work, and has shown her growing interest in the theatre by writing plays, her poetry is skilled and crafted and asks to be read as well as heard. Of her two main previous books, Memo for Spring (1972) brought a fresh and distinctive voice to everyday subjects – growing up, a carnival, a dance cloakroom, a younger sister, school prizes, a neighbour’s sari, a warrant sale, being in hospital, making a phone call; The Grimm Sisters (1981) moved further into both narrative and character-sketch, and added a dimension taken from ballad and fairy-tale.


 



The present volume, with a large number of new poems, brings a range of material and confidence of tone which are most impressive. Human relationships, especially as seen from a woman’s point of view, are central: attraction, pain, acceptance, loss, triumphs and deceptions, habits and surprises; always made immediate through a storyteller’s concrete detail of place or voice or object or colour, remembered or imagined. The tone varies from the rueful to something very forceful and deck-clearing indeed. Darker undercurrents suggested by the book’s title accompany an emerging theme of self-exploring and self-defining which makes ‘Mirror’s Song’ a key poem: ‘a woman giving birth to herself’. This is a bold, striking collection. Poetry in Scotland is evidently not lacking in health and flair.

Edwin Morgan, 1984











Preface



I am grateful to my publishers, Polygon, for keeping this book continuously in print for the last two decades and even more grateful for this chance – as we go to press with my new collection The Colour of Black & White – to make a new, improved edition of Dreaming Frankenstein & Collected Poems 1967–1984. A chance to correct the many typographical errors, to revisit my own often eccentric punctuation – different conventions do pertain to different poems, but these do seem to have been inconsistently applied by me – a chance to have a proper contents page and correct a glaring omission which has often discomfited me as I shuffled, in public, on a platform at a literary festival or a school, through the pages in search of a particular poem.

I have resisted – though it was often hard – the desire to edit, omit or rewrite my old poems, my old self or selves. I used to resent these poems being called personal or confessional and, I think, rightly, truthfully, stressed that I was writing in a consciously created persona and was genuinely interested in the fictional, the dramatised, the spoken voice of the character. Ah well, working through them, now, this closely, this concentratedly, they seem to me as naked and as intimate as any journal, and sometimes painfully so. I just have to hope that the test of them will say something about growing up and growing older, particularly growing up and growing older female in a particular time and place. And remind myself that I wrote them for the same reason as I, less prolifically, write poems now. For consolation, and for fun.

Liz Lochhead, April 2003
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Dreaming Frankenstein (1984)
















What the Pool Said, on Midsummer’s Day





I’ve led you by my garrulous banks, babbling

on and on till – drunk on air

and sure it’s only water talking –

you come at last to my silence.

Listen, I’m dark

and still and deep enough.

Even this hottest gonging sun

on this longest day

can’t white me out.

What are you waiting for?

I lie here, inviting, winking you in.




The woman was easy.

Like to like, I called her, she came.

In no time I had her

out of herself, slipping on my water-stockings,

leaning into, being cupped and clasped

in my green glass bra.

But it’s you I want, and you know it, man.

I watch you, stripped, knee-deep

in my shallows, telling yourself

that what makes you gasp

and balls your gut

is not my coldness but your own fear.




– Your reasonable fear,

what’s true in me admits it.

(Though deeper, oh

older than any reason.)

Yes, I could

drown you, you

could foul my depths, it’s not

unheard of. What’s fish

in me could make flesh of you, 

my wet weeds against your thigh, it

could turn nasty.

I could have you

gulping fistfuls fighting yourself

back from me.




I get darker and darker, suck harder.

On-the-brink man, you

wish I’d flash and dazzle again.

You’d make a fetish of zazzing dragonflies?

You want I should zip myself up

with the kingfisher’s flightpath, be beautiful?

I say no tricks. I say just trust,

I’ll soak through your skin and

slake your thirst.




I watch. You clench,

clench and come into me.


















An Abortion





The first inkling I had of the beast’s agony

was the something not right

of her scrabbling, scrabbling

to still not quite find

all four feet.

Sunk again, her cow-tongue lolled

then spiked the sky, she rolled

great gape-mouth, neck distended

in a Guernica of distress.

That got through to me all right

behind glass as I was

a whole flat field away.

It took an emblem-bellow

to drag me from my labour

at the barbed words on my desk top.




Close to, green foam flecked her muzzle

and drizzled between the big bared brown teeth.

Spasms, strong, primeval

as the pulsing locomotion of some

terrible underwater creature,

rippled down her flank

and her groan was the more awesome

for being drier, no louder than a cough.

When she tried to rise again

I saw it.

Membrane wrapped, the head of a calf

hung out and the wrong-looking bundle

of a knuckle. Then her rope-tail dropped

and she fell back on it, steamrollering it

under her.




When the summoned men came,

buttoning blue coveralls over

the Sunday lunches and good-suit waistcoats,

the wound string around one man’s knuckles 

meant business and the

curt thank-you-very-much of the other

dismissed me.




Shamed voyeur, back at my notebooks again

my peeled eyes caught the quick hoick

of the string loop, the dead thing flopping

to the grass, the cow on her knees and

up again, the men leaving, one

laughing at some punchline.




The thing is this. Left alone,

that cow licking at those lollop limbs

which had not formed properly

with her long tongue,

that strong tongue

which is a match for thistles

and salt-lick coarse as pumice stone

tenderly over and over again at

what has come out of her and she is responsible for

as if she can not believe it will not

come alive,

not if she licks long enough.




Outside she is still licking, licking

till in the blue dusk

the men in blue come back again

and she turns, goes quietly with them

as if they were policemen

and she knew exactly what she were guilty of.



 



1. Dreaming Frankenstein

for Lys Hansen, Jacki Parry and June Redfern


She said she

woke up with him in

her head, in her bed.

Her mother-tongue clung to her mouth’s roof

in terror, dumbing her, and he came with a name

that was none of her making.




No maidservant ever

in her narrow attic, combing

out her hair in the midnight mirror

on Hallowe’en (having eaten

that egg with its yolk hollowed out

then filled with salt)

as a spell to summon up her lover

– oh never one had such success as this

she had not courted.

The amazed flesh of her

neck and shoulders nettled

at his apparition.




Later, stark staring awake to everything

(the room, the dark parquet, the white high Alps beyond)

all normal in the moonlight

and him gone, save a ton-weight sensation,

the marks fading visibly where

his buttons had bit into her and

the rough serge of his suiting had chafed her sex,

she knew – oh that was not how –

but he’d entered her utterly.




This was the penetration

of seven swallowed apple pips.

Or else he’d slipped like a silver dagger

between her ribs and healed her up secretly

again. Anyway

he was inside her 

and getting him out again

would be agony fit to quarter her,

unstitching everything.




Eyes on those high peaks

in the reasonable sun of the morning,

she dressed in damped muslin

and sat down to quill and ink

and icy paper.



2. What the Creature Said


The blind man did not hate me.

I saw him through the window,

through the rippling circle my own

hot breath had melted

in the spiky flowers of the frost.




I was exhausted,

imagine it. Midwinter. Mountains.

Forest. Dragging my bad leg

over iron ground, impossible passes,

pained by that fleshwound where

that villager’s silver bullet

grazed me.




There he was, bent

above the hot soup, supping

his solitude from a bone spoon.

And when my single rap

at the glass spun him full face

towards me, mild as a cat,

my heart stopped but oh

he did not flinch 




Then I saw his

milky eyes stared right through me,

unblinking, and he fumbled

oddly forward to meet me at the latch.

I lifted it and entered,

sure that I found a friend.



3. Smirnoff for Karloff

for Marilyn Bowering and Bessie Smith


So you’re who’s been sleeping

in my bed. Well, hello there.

Long time no see.

So you’re my Big Fat Little Secret

stretched out cold,

just between you and me.  




Between you and me and the bedpost

it’s getting a little crowded in here.

Roll over, let me whisper sweet zeroes

in your Good Ear.

Open up your Glad Eye.

Oh my! I’m going to make you.

Going to make you sit up.

Going to make you.

Going to take you to bits.

Going to take you to the cleaners.

Going to make you look cute,

going to let you roly-pole all over me

in your funeral suit –

the one you wear to weddings. Yeah.

With the too short drainpipe trousers

with the brothelcreeper boots with the

tyre-track soles

and the squirt-in-the-eye trick carnation

in your button-hole. 




You know Matron

take more than hospital corners to keep

a good man down, oh

yeah. Everything

in applepie order.

All present

and correct. Shipshape. Aye-aye.

He got all my wits around him

his extrasensory senses and his

five straight limbs.

Yes sir,

you’ll be up and about again

in no time.




What wouldn’t you

give to love me. An arm, and a leg?

Going to make you.

make you sit up,

sit up and beg. Hey, Mister,

Mister can your dog do tricks?

Going to make you,

going to put you to the test,

make you give your all six

nights per week and on Sundays

going to take the rest.




Sure, you can smoke in bed.

It’s a free country.

Let me pour you a stiff drink.

You’re shivering.

Well, you know what they say, if you

can’t take the cold then get outa

the icebox. What’s that?

Smirnoff?

Well, you know, Mr Karloff,

I used to think an aphrodisiac was some

kinda confused Tibetan mountain goat

with a freak-out hair-do until I

met my monster and my monster 

met his maker.

Oh yeah.




That who been sleeping in my bed.

Same old surprise. Oh goody.

Long time no see.

Ain’t going to let nothing come between

My monster and me.


















Smuggler

for Susan Musgrave





Why she loved him, she said, was for

his black pirate’s heart.

Get her, adrift in his

brass bed, half seas over, stared awake

by the match box she found last night

balanced on the bed head.

Contents: one single scarlet fingernail.




Love?

She explains it another way.

In a heatwave between the wars,

her maiden aunt once told her,

high in the Campsies (they had cycled

from Glasgow, they were fourteen, with

packed lunches in the baskets between the horns

of their handlebars) they skinnydipped and sunbathed

naked, she and her sister, and she slept.

She woke up later to a cloud and a bird like

a hawk circling and Nettie, her sister, her twin,

the one who died of TB at the time of Munich,

leant over her and bit her nipple off.




She explains it another way.
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