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The Falcon Growing Old

The falcon wears its erudition lightly

As it angles down towards its master’s glove.

Student of thermals written by the desert,

It scarcely moves a muscle as it rides

A silent avalanche back to the wrist

Where it will stand in wait like a hooded hostage.

A lifetime’s learning renders youthful effort

Less necessary, which is fortunate.

The chase and first-strike kill it once could wing

Have grown beyond it, so some morning soon

This bird will have its neck wrung without warning

And one of its progeny will take its place.

Thinking these things, the ageing writer makes

Sketches for poems, notes for paragraphs.

Bound for the darkness, does he see himself

Balanced and forceful like the poised assassin

Whose mere trajectory attracts all eyes

Except the victim’s? Habit can die hard,

But still the chance remains he simply likes it,

Catching the shifting air the way a falcon

Spreads on a secret wave, the outpaced earth

Left looking powerless. This sentence here,

Weighed down by literal meaning as it is,

Might only need that loose clause to take off,


Air-launched from a position in the sky

For a long glide with just its wing-tip feathers

Correcting for the wobble in the lisp

Of sliding nothingness, the whispering road

That leads you to a dead-heat with your shadow

At the orange-blossom trellis in the oasis.








On a Thin Gold Chain

Opals have storms in them, the legend goes:

They brim with water held in place by force

To stir the dawn, to liquefy the rose,

To make the sky flow. They are cursed, of course:

Great beauty often is. But they are blessed

As well, so long as she herself gives light

Who wears them. Shoulders bare, you were the guest

At the garden table on a summer night

Whose face lent splendour to the candle flame

While that slight trinket echoing your eyes

Swam in its colours. What a long, long game

We’ve played. Quick now, before somebody dies:

Have you still got that pendant? Can I see?

And have you kept it dark to punish me?








Whitman and the Moth

Van Wyck Brooks tells us Whitman in old age

Sat by a pond in nothing but his hat,

Crowding his final notebooks page by page

With names of trees, birds, bugs and things like that.

The war could never break him, though he’d seen

Horrors in hospitals to chill the soul.

But now, preserved, the Union had turned mean:

Evangelizing greed was in control.

Good reason to despair, yet grief was purged

By tracing how creation reigned supreme.

A pupa cracked, a butterfly emerged:

America, still unfolding from its dream.

Sometimes he rose and waded in the pond,

Soothing his aching feet in the sweet mud.

A moth he knew, of which he had grown fond,

Perched on his hand as if to draw his blood.

But they were joined by what each couldn’t do,

The meeting point where great art comes to pass –

Whitman, who danced and sang but never flew, 

The moth, which had not written Leaves of Grass,


Composed a picture of the interchange

Between the mind and all that it transcends

Yet must stay near. No, there was nothing strange

In how he put his hand out to make friends

With such a fragile creature, soft as dust.

Feeling the pond cool as the light grew dim,

He blessed new life, though it had only just

Arrived in time to see the end of him.








The Light As It Grows Dark

The light as it grows dark holds all the verve

That you were ever thrilled or dazzled by,

But holds it folded thick, stacked in reserve.

More for your memory than for your eye

It brings back pictures that your every nerve

Once revelled in while scarcely caring why.

You care now. Time has come, and there will be

No light at all soon, so look hard at this:

Behold the concentrated panoply

Just here in this small garden’s emphasis

On colour drained of visibility.

In daylight, such wealth might be what you miss.

The flowers are growing dark, but they will live,

And so will you, at least a little while.

Good reason you should do your best to give

All your attention now. It’s not your style,

I’m well aware, to be contemplative:

The thought of chasing shadows makes you smile.

And yet I swear to you each figment had

Full meaning once. The images are here

That made your day when you would run half-mad

For too much good luck. Now they reappear

So fragmentarily you find it sad.

But really it’s all there, so have no fear:


The light as it grows dark has come for you

To comfort you. It is the sweet embrace

Of what your history was bound to do:

Close in, and in due time to take your place.

You can’t believe it, but it’s nothing new:

Your life has turned to look you in the face.








Vertical Envelopment

Taking the piss out of my catheter,

The near-full plastic bag bulks on my calf

As I push my I.V. tower through Addenbrooke’s

Like an Airborne soldier heading for D-Day

Down the longest corridor in England.

Each man his own mule. Look at all this stuff.

Pipes, tubes, air bottles. Some of us have wheels.

Humping our gear, we’re bare-arsed warriors

Dressed to strike fear into the enemy,

But someone fires a flare. Mission aborted.

On the airfield, the chattering Dakotas

Have fallen silent. Jump postponed again.

Stay as you are. Keep your equipment on.

When cloud and wind are OK in the drop zone

We hit the sky and leap into the dark.

Meanwhile just hunker down and get some sleep.

Look on the bright side. Everyone’s still here.

The longest corridor is full of us,

Men of the Airborne going back to bed

For just one more drawn-out Walpurgisnacht.

Our urinary tracts hung up to drain

Throw amber highlights on the bare white wall

Until another dawn. The sky looks clear.

Dakotas cough when they start up, repeat

Themselves like women gossiping. But wait,

Where are the women? What do they go through?

They fly there by Lysander and get caught

Like Violette Szabo. Out there on their own.


Best not to think of it, stick with the guys

And shoot the bull about your CLL

Leukaemia that might hold off for years,

The hacking rattle of COPD

Which sounds as if it might star Dennis Franz

As Andy Sipowicz, but it turns out

To be the bug they once called emphysema.

The way I smoked, thank Christ it wasn’t cancer:

I caught one break at least. It’s dawn again.

The sky looks clear. The kit bag full of piss

Is heavy on your leg. Your name-tags itch,

The cannula inside your elbow dangles,

The patches for electrodes decorate

Your chest like Nicorettes. When you go down

Into the dark you’ll see it sliced with flak

Just as the bumping Cat Scan bangs and crackles,

As the MRI inscribes the night with fire.

My outfit one by one in the green light,

Out of the door and down into the dark

They go, and not much later in the year

I’m watching Peter jump. The flak comes up

And pulls him in. But no green light for me.

I’m home in the Dakota and the same

Long corridor leads back to bed. More stuff

To hump: omeprazole and doxycycline

Pills for my lungs. The medics give me leave

To be there for my daughter’s New York show.

I step ashore and wake up in Mount Sinai,

Felled by the blood clot I brought off the boat.

For ten full days and nights I lie and watch

The Gulf spill oil on CNN, which is


An oil-spill anyway, and back in England

I add syringes to my weaponry.

Bruises from Clexane like Kandinsky abstracts

Blotch me with blue and
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Clive James was a polymath. Not only a prolific and much-loved broadcaster on television and radio, he was also the author of over forty books, including collections of literary criticism, cultural essays, travel writing, poetry and novels. As the legendary TV critic of the Observer from 1972 to 1982, he invented a new genre, subjecting high- and low-brow programming alike to the same scrutiny: serious, funny, deft, and endlessly quotable. His hilarious and poignant autobiography Unreliable Memoirs has never been out of print since being published in 1980. Cultural Amnesia, his best-selling almanac of twentieth-century thought and culture, is an essential field guide to the vast movements of taste, intellect, politics and delusion that prepared the times we live in now. His translation of The Divine Comedy was published in 2013, his Collected Poems in 2016. He was born in Australia in 1939 and died in England in 2019.
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