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  Last Words


  In the beginning was the Word,


  Not just the word of God but sounds


  Where Truth was clarified or blurred.


  Then Rhyme and Rhythm did the rounds


  And justified their jumps and joins


  By glueing up our lips and loins.


  Once words had freshness on their breath.


  The Poet who saw first that Death


  Has only one true rhyme was made


  The Leader of the Boys Brigade.


  Dead languages can scan and rhyme


  Like birthday cards and Lilac Time.


  And you can carve words on a slab


  Or tow them through the air by plane,


  Tattoo them with a painful jab


  Or hang them in a window pane.


  Unlike our bodies which decay,


  Words, first and last, have come to stay.


  


  Deo Gratias Anglia


  England where the natives speak in iambic pentameter.


  
    
      PRESTON MERCHANT

    

  


  So when the moon is high an ancient spell


  Falls on the sons of Milton, Donne and Pope


  And Londoners converse in perfect numbers.


  Dismantled orthodoxy goes on dreaming,


  Its baffled children feeling on their faces


  One light and then one heavy drop of rain.


  


  Streetside Poppies


  After fifty years of writing poetry


  I lust still for what is natural.


  My vernacular was always bookish;


  somehow I missed the right Americans,


  I couldnt meld the High and Low 


  even my jokes aspired to footnotes 


  but I am open to Wordsworthian signs.


  Along the Via Flaminia the whole


  of Romes rebuilding, cobbles


  like liquorice blocks in Piazza del Popolo


  and flowering by a building site


  a thin red line of city poppies.


  Time to abort my years of affectation:


  burn, you petals, confront Bernini,


  remember the queue of conquerors


  from Alaric to General Clark.


  History has clogged the open city


  of the heart: its sixty feet above


  its early certainties and I


  can visit churches only for the Art.


  The rains been heavy and the scarlet


  of the poppies is flambeaud along


  the verges dark viridian.


  Nature, with Roman gravitas,


  draws eyes away from angel angles


  down to a footsore gallantry of blooms.


  


  In Paradisum


  The human bodys a barometer


  measuring the density of angels


  and we who live in flats above the street


  give readings of the preternaturally


  miraculous. So many times Ive listened


  in the circling heat of Rome to the same


  concise and consonant array of notes


  from the piano in the neighbouring flat.


  Ah, Schumanns Papillons, Ive said,


  and next morning with authority,


  Hes playing Schumann yet again,


  and on the following day, Well, Schumann seems


  quite at home in the Trastevere.


  My daughters neighbour will never get to be


  a virtuoso pianist however long


  he practises: not up to speed, phrasing


  ragged, confusion in his pedalling.


  It seems as if this brave Klavierkenner


  is pioneering Minimalism, his


  repetitions and untidy sequences


  the Ladder of Perfections missing rungs.


  Suddenly (pltzlich in Rilkes angels way),


  The Kingdom of the Equable appears,


  and all the rubs of genius cease to count 


  the being here, the doing that, the brain


  which must abide the body  no, its Spirits


  paradise, and through his tangled notes


  we seem to hear the chorus angelorum


  and the end of time, with pauper Lazarus


  beyond need or call of resurrection.


  


  Late Lines


  Miscellanies as far afield as Tottel


  Asserting deaths the answer to lifes quiz


  And Philip Larkin with the second bottle


  Pouring, saying, This is all there is 


  These are the texts to suit the temperament


  Of a septuagenarian on holiday 


  The sun and stinging-flies both heaven-sent,


  The topless beauties spread around the bay.


  Watching the crivisses swim in their tank,


  The old man thinks he hears their boiling screams,


  No Nobel Beckett, just a witty blank,


  Dreaming he cries to wake: awake he dreams.


  


  Max is Missing


  The stars are there as mathematics is,


  The very there of nothing to be proved.


  And so we say that theorems rely


  On axioms or proof by the absurd.


  The stars outshine the tenses, kings on plinths,


  And each enigma of the numerate,


  While all along our mathematicians fear


  Theyre stalking-horses of an abstract god,


  And posit the suspicion theres no room


  For rich historic tit-bits in their space 


  The big and little of it, shrunk or spun,


  A million needle-points, a Mono-Ange.


  Out of the corner of Philosophys eye


  A Mathematicians pinning on a post


  Max is missing: ginger tabby cat


  With white sabots  reward for his return.


  The government of integers will wait


  While our researcher searches for his cat,


  The stars be patient, God donate his time 


  A theorem is for Christmas, but a cat


  Is for forever. Come home, Maximus,


  The magnets on the fridge are slipping down.


  The page is Luddite quite as stars are bright,


  A ball-point and a brain out-twinkle them.


  Should stars know Max is missing, would they guess


  How little he must miss them where he is?


  


  Orlandos Parrot


  My grandsons lighter-than-air sad parrot


  Loiters out of breath, its head scarce held


  Above the carpet, its gaze still heavenwards.


  The gods come down to this when their bright thrust


  To weightlessness subsides and our attention


  Returns once more to our aspiring selves.


  Yet, looking at its pained deflation, what


  May human apprehension bring to mind


  But pity at the subdivision of


  Existence into rules and miracles 


  The one, subduing godhead to the floor,


  The other drifting high defiantly?


  Return, O Helium God, defy all leaks,


  Float the impossible beyond Natures reach.
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