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            l’éternité

         

         ‘The eternity of things in itself or in God’ – Pascal – ‘must also astonish our brief duration.’

         
            Luckiest Man Alive

         

         This morning my optician, Angelo, described himself as the Luckiest Man Alive. I enquired in what way. He told me he jumped out of bed first thing thinking this will be the happiest day of my life. What had occurred yesterday, and the days before, was of no consequence and could never cloud the lovely prospect of the morning. It’s a philosophy. As serviceable as any. But it is the opposite of Montaigne’s, who found consolation in the past and the accumulations of memory. I’m with Angelo by aspiration; in temperament I confess I follow Montaigne.

         
            windows to the soul

         

         You must always engage in conversation, whenever possible, with your eye doctors. They are looking into what once were the windows to the soul. Our eyes are no longer that. But they are the most brilliant, active, expressive and colourful of the features – an organ, moreover, not specially human but one we share with countless life forms. The eye has arisen separately in many species, both extant and extinct, as though the blind energy of carbon chemistry yearns 2for the light and, from the ammonite to the owl, it has fuelled the evolutionary quest of sight. Eyesight is the faculty that gives us most readily the sensation of aliveness in the arena of creation. In a literal sense, it achieves a victory of light over darkness. Opticians and ophthalmologists spend hours behind instruments in windowless rooms peering closely at the eye’s intricate interface with the brain. Something of the mystery may have filtered through to them.

         
            this other yoke

         

         Do I have a soul? Wrong question. Does my body have a soul? Better – since there is an entity in me, or part of me, that experiences time differently to the body. ‘My’ body – wonderful creature it is – has grown, matured, declined and will soon decay. Whereas this other yoke (my soul, let’s say), although it too changes, does not change in accordance with an inexorable temporal process. It appears to have strengthened and clarified since my twenties and seems to acquire both generous and more ignoble impulses as I get old. But those developments are reversible and are separate from my body’s. Alas, it (the other yoke) isn’t, I suspect, separable from the body. Homer’s Trojan warriors bled out the psyche – their souls – on the sand. That was it.

         
            the scales

         

         My religious upbringing left me a few things. One is the need that my life be judged. Weighed up. My many sins of commission and omission put in one pan; my worthy, kind, forgiving, selfless thoughts and 3deeds stacked in the other. My fear is that as one pan is heaped high with evidence of a dutiful and fairly decent life, one act of omission, or else some secret failure of love, will outweigh it.

         
            a silver spoon

         

         I grew up on a farm. ‘The poet’s equivalent’ – Les Murray – ‘of being born with a silver spoon in your mouth.’ Touché. The most surprising fact about this farm was it had (where exactly, no one knew) unmarked Famine graves. That people could have starved on such land was beyond imagining: rolling pasture laden with the fruits of the earth, and a few miles to the south – along the Atlantic coast from Roche’s Point to Youghal – fruits of the sea. As a child, I fantasised of running away and living in the wild quite feasibly throughout the seasons of the year.

         
            a plentiful country

         

         And yet: ‘Out of every corner of the wood and glens they came creeping forth upon their hands, for their legs could not bear them; they looked Anatomies [of] death, they spoke like ghosts, crying out of their graves; they did eat of the carrions, happy where they could find them, yea, and one another soon after, in so much as the very carcasses they spared not to scrape out of their graves; and if they found a plot of water­-cresses or shamrocks, there they flocked as to a feast for the time, yet not able long to continue therewithal; that in a short space there were none almost left, and a most populous and plentiful country suddenly left void of 4man or beast.’ Edmund Spenser, writing in the 1580s about the aftermath of the Geraldine wars. Munster was a place of mass death across centuries, but this was not caused by natural disaster, potato blight, disease or straightforward killing.

         
            Caliban & Prospero

         

         I marvelled – still do – how Spenser (a colon) wrote so well of my native places, that he could configure the topography, from the little rivers around Kilcolman to Galteemore on the skyline, with such delight and intimacy, knowing the place lore, even a few words of the language. Yet he advocated the extermination of the people and was an official observer at the massacre of Smerwick. Ireland was his Caliban, the ‘born devil on whose nature / Nurture can never stick’. And he was Prospero, a man of books and imagination. It was an Isle, even so, more than worthy of his powers.

         In Munster in the 1580s and the decades following, the same ideology that worked to colonise North America, and elsewhere, got its trial run.

         Caliban = the Giant (I forget his name, if he had one) in Book V of The Faerie Queene, who is hurled back into the sea. He represents for me something not far off Marxism.

         
            l’aube d’été

         

         Spenser, I’d be with those who burned you out of Kilcolman; Caliban, I’ll bring treats to in his prison cave. 5Summers a teenager I drove East Cork gathering pea samples from pea­-fields. I revved the van down boreens through tunnels of hawthorn and honeysuckle into whitewashed farmyards. Neverending weeks, I was lost among dairy herds and barley; parked beside rook­-haunted Norman ruins; sat it out under the soft copious rain; hopped over a rotting stile into a paddock of inquisitive purebreds; followed lime­-covered avenues that unwound onto manor houses next the Bride or Blackwater. Skylarks in morning drizzle, herons, corn bunting, stotting hares. I masturbated beside a pond curtained with sunlight, ate my cheese-and­-bacon on a couch of bracken in a ring fort, had a shit inside a cathedral of ancient beech. J’ai embrassé l’aube d’été! I drove at speed down a dirt-track and swivelled to a stop above the ocean.

         
            a sleeping earl

         

         John Montague, as I showed him round my childhood places, surprised me saying the muse of this part of the island is a handsome young earl. Not one of your fertility deities then, the goddesses he found in Robert Graves and the Clogher Valley of Tír Eoghain, but a young O’Brien, or a Fitzgerald or Barry from the old Norman-­Irish stock, was tutelary of this land of Eden, as fat as Normandy and Somerset. We were driving among wheatfields, orchards, polytunnels, herds of Friesians and, courteously waving us on, carrot-headed youngsters aboard tractors and combines.

         6The relationship between a writer’s life and their work (at least between poet and poem) is umbilical – that’s to say, the poem is nourished by the bloodstream of the poet, but the whole fearful, ecstatic effort of invention and composition is to give the poem independent life.

         
            fictional tangents

         

         One requirement: a fictional tangent that gives the stuff impetus, sends it away just a little at first, but then utterly and forever, from the writer and the ecstasy and misfortune of their life.

         
            fictional space

         

         Zadie Smith’s story ‘The Embassy of Cambodia’ has the embassy surrounded by a high brick wall. Behind it, a game of badminton is always in progress. The racquets can be heard from the street and the shuttlecock seen flying back and forth overhead. But the players are hidden from sight. I drive by the Cambodian Embassy in north­-west London. There’s a brick wall all right, but it’s only waist high. That raised wall sealed off the embassy and created the story’s fictional space – just as when Dante, astray in an Italian wood, meets the leopard.

         
            Borges & Dante

         

         Borges described the Inferno as God’s justice visited on a small district of medieval Italy, as administered by one man.

         
            poets’ justice

         

         Borges said Dante wrote his great poem so he could imagine meeting Beatrice again (and imagine her 7spurning him again). I’d say Borges knew whereof he spoke. His story ‘The Aleph’ is – among other things – at once an avowal of unrequited love, for the narrator’s departed Beatriz, and an act of exquisite literary revenge. ‘Borges’ denies his vision of the mystical Aleph in the cellar, i.e. the underworld, in order to crush his rival, the bad poet Daneri, who is Beatriz’s first cousin. The narrator then relates how Daneri achieves literary renown while he, ‘Borges’, remains in provincial obscurity. Of course we’re reading Borges; the rival’s work is forgotten, his real­-life name unknown.

         In Borges’s imagination, Daneri and Beatriz were lovers. The narrator ‘Borges’ sees them in the Aleph, abandoned and shameless, how could he not – but he doesn’t say so, only notes the secret drawer containing obscene ‘precise’ letters Beatriz had written her cousin.

         One almost forgets it was Dante put Francesca and Paolo (his childhood friend) in Hell, along with all the others. Why? Spite. Borges: ‘[they] were obscure emblems of the joy he did not attain … forever united in their Inferno’.

         
            Bright Star

         

         Keats took Cary’s 1814 Dante – in a lightweight pocket-­size edition – on his six­-week walking tour with Brown in the summer of 1818 to the Lakes and Scotland. One night the following April he dreamt of Paolo and Francesca – or rather he dreamt he was in 8Hell and ‘floated about … with a beautiful figure to whose lips mine were joined’. He and Fanny Brawne were the damned lovers. Or were they perhaps Dante and Beatrice? When he sailed for Rome, he left the Dante with Fanny. She was a stylish, fashion­-savvy young woman whose fate it was to be muse of a sickly, impecunious genius. She wrote out ‘Bright Star’ in a brisk cursive on the flyleaf of her Dante.

         The most detailed, and grossly disproportionate, feature in late medieval maps of Ireland is Lough Derg – a nondescript, drear little
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