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FROM ZONES OF ASSAULT (1991)









Plum Eye Fall

in memoriam: Lin Piao (1908–1908)


Three birds glisten on a barkshorn branch
like black plums in rain.
They watched you fall




that windy day when thunder drove your horses
but the sun in your stomach played you false:
stretching its rays, splintered your jade bones.




That day, brother, they didn’t even squawk.
That’s how they still glisten on their branch.
But that day, brother, when the sun laughed
and the thunder laughed,




they stared till their plum eyes,
swollen with staring,
dripped to earth;




haven’t stopped dripping.











Bandra Creek: Night Crossing

for N.


Windrush ice cements my skeleton collar,
windrush ice in fine strands spun
out from the deep heart of the sun.
My soles tremor above miles and miles
of girders clanging on embered tracks
a red-eyed hymn of war.




In turquoise dreams the entwined trees
have conjured again the huntsmen swinging
their carnivore lanterns along the bridge,
tolling spectretime.




Mirrored below, their burnished twins
shoot through wombdark water.











Assassination of an Artist

in memoriam: Safdar Hashmi (1954–1989)


They got him, that first hard crack
on the coconut head.
Split in sacrifice, the halves
rolled down bloody slopes,
down red shoulders, arms pinioned
in strict observance of ritual.
Dragged from his altar, a rebel priest:
they left him splayed on the iron ground,
the bleached grass clotting a flood of wounds.




Smeared with permanent red,
revellers with their offering,
they laughed the laugh of angels
unleashed behind the tacit face
of God; put away their swords,
stuck flags to their axes,
and wheeling in a manic dance
of spring, celebrated
Republic Day.











Two Women in Midsummer


Two women in midsummer
sharing their loss
in traditional white.




Brick walls
relieved by pictures
fading into cool green remembrances.




Idols in a corner, dusty.
The shrine remains patient
through forgetfulness and dried flowers.




Two women in midsummer
adrift in a garden,
in rank weeds, unaccustomed perplexities.




Dark eyes gaze blankly
past the steam shivering over the coals;
the embers smoulder, unnoticed.




The courtyard where they had sung
and splashed in orange and yellow
is starched and crisp and white.




Two women in midsummer
stare across a many-pillared space,
a wordless space, a nameless space.




Even the crimson stains have gone.











When the Flowers Fall


A silence pins the air down
but can’t stop the white tips of wings
from touching one another,
etching across the clouds
a map of warmer countries.




Now that the rains have gone
and the geese slap through the leaf storm,
leaving their piercing cries to drop
to the forest floor,
some feathers that have floated back from the flight
streak the air in the absence of rain:
the pinned air that still flutters
soundless as a stone-weighed sheet.
And sometimes, when the flowers also fall,
some fall in pairs.











Report of War

Kosala, 900 BC


The river has choked on bodies,
theirs and ours; keeper of the vagrant hours,
the owl sleeps. The earth is raked
by a wakeful breeze, the hills have flattened
at our conquering feet.




So too the prostrate mountain ahead:
carcass of a black god whose black throne
is dung beneath our raiding wheels,
his broken back a dyke.




Now the forked sword of fire
parts the forest’s ashen thighs.
Shaving the fronds off a hidden cave,
our ritvik, a golden parakeet, cries:
What libation from what spring
shall he feed his altar with?




From the damp cave-roof,
immemorial visitation of unsphinctered bats:
it drips like the ichor that drips
from the black god’s gashed thigh.




The cindered trees meanwhile let fall
their charcoal apples, their branches lopping
in the bony lethargy of a corpse.
The river has choked on bodies,
theirs and ours.











Zweistromland

for Anselm Kiefer

I


Between my palms scald and struggle
the redhot coals of hours. Toes: mine,
frozen, prod the pebbled stream,
hoping, from their garnet sleep,
more embers to provoke.




Provoke them. Each ember an ancestor.
Each ancestor a smoky flame
to lick, curse or call benediction,
to exorcize my brother’s ghost.




Ash greys the scanner.
Flits from
gunship to fractured gunship.
Ash of lead, ash of zircon,
ash only can the land afford.
Ash only
I could rake from my brother’s pyre.




Pyre that white-hot, hollowed
skull
of a bull, pyre that glows,
throbbing glows between the torpid
arms
of drowsy rivers, throbs above
the gore.
Blood no longer but coarse shroud
smouldering on the long lines of pyres
our wakes
sluggish, numbed, unruddered, our wakes
we reeling ships.




Prows snapped off, reeling ships
that have beached here in sooty dunes,
beached here, run aground miles away
from brothers, from brothers’ pyres.
In a tree-hung village
ships reeling, ships trying to reel in
what’s left,
straightening their keels,
trying to
escape
vertigo memory.




II




How long must we bleach our hulls
on these sooty dunes, pitching at
a sunrise that won’t cauterize
our barnacled backs? Pitching,
waiting to forget. Waiting
like shiftless tramps.




Even where the fine cracks are free
of flitting ash
no drop drips.
No drop drips
to lease a little sea to landlocked lips.
The wind’s a dry and hacking cough.




On walls that have trudged
to this village to die,
a fire’s dried grief
has left its carbon ghost.











Wolf Rain


In the dark, we saw workmen shovelling mud
into shallow pits. But the guards were watching
and we drove by quickly.



*


Rain-hit my eyelids shuttered and rain-hit
my shoulder receded into its shell,
and from watching the tracks spooling into the past,
I drew back, wrapped myself into the train, rain-hit.
Tried to write. The drizzle nosed its way in
through the grille, the pen slipped.
The ink slurred across the page,
blurring dates, blotting out centuries.




I have not seen the stars for centuries,
it has been raining.



*


Time dances best at night, when no one’s watching:
century segues into century in our sleep.
When a hundred years meet a hundred years
by daylight, on paper, they explode.




I got off in a rain of ash and scorched leaves,
powdered glass settling on bridges and cars.
The crannies between blasts
filled with memories:
the shards of a wedding under the trees,
the groom smiling, the bride hidden
by marigold blotches.




The wolf knows when it is time
to cross the steppe
and breathe on our windows.



*


Danger swarmed up the stairs but at every turning
as you came to meet it, slunk away
like wet sand sucked into a crab-hole.
It slipped down the steps like the hair of the bride,
floating serpentine down the canal.
The groom, I think, ended his journey
in the salt mines: that page in the records
is badly smudged.



*


I went out to the bridge in this city of canals.
The wolf waded out, fixed me with phosphor eyes.
I trod water, sank; eyes closed, felt his paw
on the fine hairs of my nape,
smelt gunpowder on his fur.
I splashed through the thick rain
he’d brought with him,
never looked back
as he threw his mask away, shouting.




Since then, I have seen neither fireworks nor stars.
I ride trains, I write.











Icarus Insurgent


All night they fished the sound for his bones:
the clanking gossip of their hooks,
drawn and thrown over the sides of coracles,
killed the quail’s black sleep.




In the morning
they set his mother’s creaky brown table
in the garden
and threw his big bronze wings on it.




now Icarus, they said,
you drink up your milk
and tuck in tight.




That night, fishing: their nets
dragged along the glinting shelves
of the nymphs, weighed down
by big bronze wings.




They rode hard home on hooves that cracked the darkness,
trailing their tattered nets behind;

shadowed by the dry wind in the wake
of flapping big bronze wings.










Horse Hymn


No shelter from your foaming drives, the night
offers no respite.
You break the axles of dreams,
mud-splash the sacrifice.
Was it for this the milk ocean spawned you
and gave you into these, its impatient churner’s hands?




The fire god has given notice. My hermits chant
at flame-pits stripped to faggot-bone
by his absence. The sparks, absconding rebels,
leap to the stoking of your silver tail:
charred pastures chart the bite of your breath,
the campaign of a mane that is wind.




My voice has never reined you. Unquestioned,
you have reigned in my name. My seal
means nothing; it’s your hoof-print
that cowherds brand their cattle with
in all the villages of the flood-plain.
Even the river in spate is allowed
some anger, some ferocity it can force
from the snow’s long ride to the swallowing sea.
My fate is patience: that, and the drumming of hooves,
the swishing of a mane that is wind.




Not once have I climbed into your dun saddle.
Not that I would try. I like my crown,
dislike the thought of my face falling
in the mud of my subjects’ laughter.




Like an angry god’s bowstring,
your throat shafts its arrow:
a neigh vaned on my complicit silence.
Even Ganga shivers in her flowered bed
and sleep is a fugitive, crouching under blue trees.




Bring me, as I survey these acres of trampled corn,
the hundred-stringed harp. Let iron bells clang
in the chilled air above shrouded slopes.
I shall leave no account of triumph or compassion
on the contemptuous faces of cliffs that know better,
no strata of hieroglyphics
for digging grandsons to puzzle over,
no riddles in three unknown scripts.
Only this my music.










Tiger Poem


In this green dream, language and I
face each other alone.
Language is forests and hills;
I, tiger.




River flaming up from the crouching dark,
I make bloody incursion upon thicket and slope.
Ravines and gorges grow from the mauling
of my paw.




Then string and horn call to each other
across the thick mud at the edge of language:
the creek ripples with the din of drums
and gods track me with torches and guns.




My spoor fades in the rain, above broken branch-traps.
I fasten my cliff against riding gods and rooted hills,
call slope to heel and light to order.




Then whoever would grasp blade and clamber up
should wither in the amber blast of my eyes
and the leafy hate of this way that I have come
should plunge the gods in a whirling of lost cries.
When, damned vespertine omen on the skyline,




a temple found by the failing light
explodes in the craters of my eyes,
as if, on that horned and jutting headland,
nothing else could have flashed and stopped
my stride.




As if the clap of rock met with ray,
alone of all this land’s voices could have stayed
the certain death of my prey,
stayed my leap
over the ashy sun.




Thwarted, a target chased down the howling night,
I roar still into the wilds this anthem of war.










Leonardo


Sun-drunk Tuscan air and the blue glaze
of Virgin’s robe and Infant’s gaze:
the brush fleshes the impossible
as it lands from what could not be
on the strand of what has been made.




Now come out to this burial of wind,
to these damp cacti and cypresses:
support my drugged head, my fantasies as they
get buffeted on these rocky shores.




Vulture, risen from amber earth,
misheard bird, omen of my miscalculated birth,
fluttering at my mouth, suspect index of my
irrationality:
Come, let your talons strop their guardian anger
on my cold still silverpoint, strip the grand
designs that cloak my deluges.




Or fan your wings
on the red chalk in which my strident face
is cooled, tempered, offered as axiom
to disciples of reason and its corollaries.
This is a face of etched lines, hard
and confident as history.




Fan it so the particles are sifted and rub away
ingrained determinations.
Fan it so the nose
is fractured, and the eyes peer to suit
a prodigal presbyope.
Set doubt aquiver in the wrinkles of the cheeks
and let the thin lips loosen
to ask the mirror’s left-hand code
if anything was ever done.




Let history be a little afraid. Let it peep
from behind a tree, with a child’s eyes,
at the immensity of your black wings
when they eclipse the sun.










Noche Triste

in memoriam: Ricky, Sona, Scamp


The tree has come of age this spring.
It has burst the roof, full-blooded, to let the sun
fall through its limbs on dead arches.
Thickening through bricks and crevices, its roots
spread like Christ’s arms, sap drained
by centuries of chill.




Dawn and the dying night play chess
in the courtyard. Standing in the atrium
where the pool slept after the rain,
squared by four hazed margins,
my ship run aground, my crew broken up,
I have stopped believing the world is round.




The world is what lies broken within these walls.
Feathers consecrate the theatre
where cannibal eagles whirled:
masked gladiators,
moments tinctured with blood
flaking around them on the rising steps.




Notching creaky doors and clotted ponds in passing,
the feathered snake yawns. I throw the dice,
wait for the bitter wind to make its move:
against the ruffling of scales,
the dice strike together,
sparking annual complaints.



*


The rock’s long-dragged battery brunts up
in whirring dust and hobbled walls. Noiseless,
a boat whisks its wake across the plateglass sea;
noiseless, a blue net trawls the tiles of the church.




Outside the fort a charcoal wave sends
a shoaled catch up to the gunmetal air:
what can this gesture mean, on the cloudy morning after
the gods have fallen?




From the turret, I watch the bird-crowned prince escape
over the creek-bridge, weighed down by wagons of gold.
Musket and pike meet helmet and mace. Turning to face
the enemy, half-hearted, the prince is hit
by the punctual boomerang of prophecy.




The eye
follows the bird-crown,
which crosses the creek
alone.




A smoking citadel and seven sinking pylons
are left behind. And though my turret is greased
with yestercentury’s torching,
all this might have been a weather report
from another planet.



*


The fisher’s arm as it heaved the catch today
was iron-hard like the arm
in a cold scabbard in the conquistador’s grave
near the thick-lipped well.



Its pulleys tripped by creepers, this well is a mouth
that the jungle cannot cry through;
even the kissing twin-trees that twined as they grew
are caged apart now, under the mind’s curfew.




That mind, a marble veined with conceptions,
exerts itself to hold motionless this frieze
of quays, this dodging flotilla of waterfronts,
this serration of terraces. But a figure escapes
the mind’s shaping punch and point,
dives below its strangling reefs.




Then the mind, freed from its own sepulchre,
becomes a horse, with the escaped figure for rider.
Clattering by an inn of a winter’s night, its hooves ignite
memories on the cobbles, memories that are not
the marble thoughts of a marble brain.




The horse brings back its rider
to a stable neither can forget:
home is an empty house;

the garden brims where we buried the dog,
a candle burns for the buried cat.
When the need aches and steers like a fever
and I must see my friends again,
I go to the excavation,
find them among those who hover
above the harvest of the heads of men
whose lives had been gentle,
whose only ambition had been to grow
trees that would ripen the summer with lyric:
senators with clear eyes and dull fortunes.



*


Bilious oracle of the full still air,
turn the key in the door of foretelling,
let our eyes smart with vatic vapours.




Before the uncial epitaphs on these deadshells can be
reckoned over by another orthography,
tell us what the eclipsed fort and enfeebled sea
can hope for, tell us when the thermal armies
that roost among the palms
will come out in combat.




And when the acid beaker of combat is poured out,
what can quench our retching throats?
I see fins on fire threshing in charcoal sludge:
for the foundering rayfish,
for the sunbird trailing its tattered wing
over snapping tides,
will there be place to beach or glide,
to come to rest with a degree of grace?




Coagulate with retting leaves, the crypt
where Christ lies has been veiled
from fishermen’s stolen stares.
The marble, waspwarm with desire,
drugs itself with form:
lymph seeps, hard muscle curves and marrow sets
inside the half-breathing stone.
But doused with limefire,
the thermal armies sense none of this.




Threat and answer,
the sarcophagus for the moment maintains
a sibylline silence.











Vector Geography


On a giant prowl, the gaunt hills rake
earth’s carapace, its towns and lakes:
theirs is a slow race with clouds
that, becalmed, sag like dried udders.




The surveyor’s laws of stamp and signature
cannot sentence these apostate hills.
The earthquake of their going shakes history:
neither dead nor germinal, that squat god




on a burnt mound. His four eyes stare at creation,
his heads gather bee-hive.
Incontinent crows
metronome his meditation.



*


Earth has been a crab: patient, pincers prickling
to answer those who clipped the hills’ wings
and whittled the moraine banks to slope-strung skeletons;
who pin moths in black albums, pepper-spot atlases
with clusters of maximum ore.




Half-Hannibal, dissenting conquistador in scholar’s robes,
I translate earth’s anger, the march of the hills:
reversing the shocks of census and seismograph
with cursive phrase, I work in a tongue
that speaks for the sierra, a script remote
from the surveyor’s scrawl.



*


Baking in a buff oven of sky-sealed sand,
earth swells from crab to turmeric scarab
rounded from sun’s hot breath, hot flesh of hills,
itself its journey’s amulet. But even this miracle
and the hills springing, swaying-sacred
in the dance of light are less than what
I need.




My pen will not any longer stay
on the journal’s ruled Appian Way:
from scarab-earth it plots its vagabondage,
conscripting elephant nouns and gazelle adjectives
in its train: an army, forage-troop, caravan
climbing to the Alps at the top of the page.











Last Memory Key

in memoriam: Alan Gordon Twigg (1963–1991)


You took off in mid-sentence, promising to be
back by the weekend.
The words left hovering in the air came down
as the wheels of a jeep
rutting a remote road, scudding, whirling on
before a truck rammed it,
splintering you through the windshield.




Blood, shards, steel skewers: so much
like the Hollywood scenarios you broiled at
in your reviews.




Pages should have flapped, instead,
and drops dripped in a sepia silence
tinged with ultramarine and the throb
of homing pigeons, weeds waving
in glassy water.
A Tarkovsky departure calibrated
in leaf stir, long walks.




At my touch the cold screen glows,
your name comes up in phosphor green:
radium guide to a maze of stories half-written,
opinions half-hazarded, we will only half-know.
But, opinions apart, we knew what had been
hazarded when you came back, punctually,
by the weekend, in a box.




The monitor sits squat and dead in the corridored evening.
The password you punched in before you went
can’t break the code,
can’t beat the system.










FROM THE CARTOGRAPHER’S APPRENTICE
(2000)









The Cartographer‘s Apprentice

for Ilija Trojanow


Bridges snap under my feet as I go east
into a morning of many rivers.




Untimely telephones do not interrupt
my meditations, and the wind drums a tattoo
on the leather strip stretched taut as a vow
across the mouth of a pitcher I carry.




Parables stir and spark, seethe in that pitcher:
a pilgrim’s currency
when heading east.




Poplars strike root
in my dreams. My grip goes slack,
the parables flow like water.




On these field trips, I cross salt pans,
bleed guts of ore, span makeshift ropeways
over dinosaurs that lie there, final as mountains.




And the wind that drums a tattoo is the only flame
that licks out in winter to play among
the mottled flutes of trees.




I’ve come back to the springs with epigrams
but my tasselled words can’t stanch the flood
and when peacocks screech at the intruder,
I watch my step but know the trap is sprung.
Treading on fault lines, I slip in the ruins:
the past is an ambush, my limbs shrapnel legends.



*


The whipcord keeper slams the gates shut.
Choked by the barge’s diesel smoke, I wait
to cross the lagoon.




Goddess who dwells on the tip of the braided tongue,
goddess who rides the white swan of desire, hear me:
The solstice of the senses is order itself,
chaos brought to a point
when all action is the fulcrum, standing still,
and static frizzles, without a word.




Goddess, I would linger on the edge between
your perfect holograms and this solstice.
There would be feints and pauses in my script:
a common darkness, an alphabet of leaves,
my fraying breath telling beads beneath
the air hung in webs from domes.




An acolyte touched by fever,
I come staggering to you in a black robe
spangled with fire. You greet me
with spells from your apocrypha
aimed at my throat.



*


Poems are soft targets caught between the lines:
fugitives waiting for trains, they pace
gravel triangles inside the cage
of childhood. Black as clock-hands poised to strike
twelve, the guards close in.




And though every platform is the wrong one for them,
poems are circuits with a sixth sense that foretells
the shock of being ripped, the boomerang
of charred trees at the end, brief flares
recalled in exile.




Beloved, your hymns fire my guttering throat,
your angels whirl their choppers in my ear;
my hand is an ultramarine glow, a startled quail.
But can it guess the cannibal shades of hair




or pluck a future from the weaver’s floating
amputated hands?
Beloved, your prayers go out when the wind falls
in the scrub, a sealed border.




Such delicate prayers, quotations
from the raven’s songbook of return.



*


A bird that followed me three days and nights
was struck by lightning.
It fell




and lodged, a rock,
in the sheer rapids
of my growing old.
Your name is salt
on my lips, your bones
a clutch of themes.



*


Fastening a collar of cloud around my neck
with the aged sun for stud,
I have lost my grip on the calendar.




That’s why a poet on a pilgrimage
shouldn’t stop too long to pray
by landlocked seas.



*


I have stared at yesterday’s sun too long,
spent too many weeks on the temple.




The plinth was slow work, the pillars ground us down.
We’ve only just finished carving the finial;
months to go before the totems sleep.



*


The clouds are a troupe of fire ganders
chasing the shrivelled sun
in my eye.




In this rock desert, where shall I find
a touchstone?




Every full stop is a footstep away from the abyss.
The next line that starts is a raft.
The curse wound up in the clock
calculates its period,
scratches out your eyes.



*


A foetus, I crouch in the thermometer:
an unformed wool-in-the-glass
exquisite corpse.




Concave and convex snap, unite
in a pale meniscus.
The immortal soul




is three blobs of mercury.
Entrails spill out,
an oracle is born.



*


All that we say, the gods have said before us:
to find the old ship, you must climb
salt ranges, till your hair is silver
and a mast grows from your unicorn brow.




Then all your yesterdays will have been keys
to doors that have fallen from their hinges:
the best keys are those that unlock
homelands from the empty air.



*


Desert-dry, the powdered lungs
clasp your heart
like fossil myths.
Call this knot a village,
this margin a road. In this poem,
you don’t judge distances by milestones,
you judge them by serenades.




I halve myself with the last season
and lie, a sliced apple
in the austere palm of the continent.



*


Every field trip is a bringing back
of notes about yourself that an earlier explorer
forgot in a cleft or left by a brook:
the key to the code is the mould on your shoe.




And shall we reach the city of gold,
swap fables, find the source of the Nile?
And shall we, stepping ashore in a new world,
summon its bison and elms to life?



*


It’s like stepping off a trapeze
and being impaled,
for a moment,
on a javelin of air.




A ring of churches dancing around the sun,
trails leading up to the long solitude
of nowhere to turn:
hunting for stones to weigh your feet,
will you always be
a foreigner in the city marked X?
Damp and silverfish. Among his smudged visions,
the mapmaker forgives the illusion.
He knows himself betrayed
by the look of things.



*


There’s a crane in this shot that you can only tell
from the rippling wheat-field it’s touched off behind.
To find the true image is to find
the signature on the colophon
of a second-hand book,
to find your authorized biography
in a volume of mediaeval folklore.










The Red Cockatoo

after Po Chü-i


Tribute from the south where rabid shadows
yap at the sun-emperor’s heels:
this red cockatoo,
its feathers dyed the shade
of peach-flower juice,
its tongue versed in human speech.




From the corner of its eye,
it sees the southern islands meet
like teeth in the mainland’s ivory throat.
The emperor cages the doomsaying bird,
rips out its feathers as quills to sign
his warrants of massacre in the south.











The Last Annal of Alamgir

I

When the heat takes over, I am its creature, and no more a man with a mission. The bomb that has been ticking away for years in the head stops. The hoopoe that used to tap its long digger beak on the windowpane every morning has flown away; it isn’t there to cock its brown crest sharply, to warn me where the next attack might come from. Half the day wasted on an idle game of chess, and now I walk briskly past mansions whose owners have disappeared, empty houses that have wilted, collapsed to the dusty grass of the sidewalks.

Something of their defeatism enters the soul: blood straining at bone, half phantom and half stubborn desire to keep going, I stagger up the long shadows that the streets throw at me. Keep to the right and look out for rogue drivers: even a sleepwalker must keep the law, even as he staggers up those tilted shadows, all the way into the sun at the end of the square.

This, now, is noon. All this and a bell tower that launches itself from a red-tiled roof. The wind flings a rain of silver coins through a crab-apple tree that has squeezed what water it could from this earth, and now makes its last stand. It was here long before my grandfather’s soldiers first rode through this province, along roads they had lined with the impaled heads of rebels. And its branches rustle, as branches should in welcome, till the leaves become a single shimmer of tigered green. When you lie alone with yourself, as I have, over so many summers, it isn’t surprising that only first things and last things should come to matter. Over all that intervenes, a discreet veil is drawn. A whirr of helicopters, the harsh sound ripping through the prudent clauses of history. And a burst of bugles that strums the tangled telegraph wires. Curious signals from the future, but not a crow in sight.

I don’t sign decrees any more. I can’t waste my fading energy trying to unscramble lines of hieroglyphics that are as barren as the highway to Ashkabad. I don’t know the country as well as I once did: which happens when lackeys stop bringing you decrees to sign. Then you can no longer tell which way the two-headed god of time will point. You lose your gift of prophecy, and cannot predict the future from the patterns that form in the red wax of your seal. It’s a sacrifice, but I accept it with stoic grace. A principle of growth: as you age, your needs grow fewer and fewer. Or should. But I shouldn’t moralize. It’s never been my custom, nor have I the authority to coin precepts for others.

When I was young, not more than seventeen, I had wanted Ashkabad and Deha in the east and Shrath on the faraway western border, and Gelesh, that place of vanishing horizons where the sky dips into the sea, and the captains of high-masted ships cannot say whether they are navigating along the tides or the clouds. In brief, the whole sprawl of the empire, not a district less. And I got it too. I couldn’t wait, so I killed all my rivals, real and imagined, on the battlefield or by deceit, in single combat or on the rack. That’s the way my father went, and my brothers, my cousins, in other words, contenders and pretenders, and later, my own cautious advisors. That kind of slaughter was sanctioned by custom, of course. My father had done it before me, and his father had, before him: so who was I to break with family tradition?

And here I am now, the precipitate of these complicated desires, these bloody genetic spirals: I lie under this cupola, dried to a yellow husk by the heat of the south. My vista is empty, except for a rock, and at last, a crow. And then a thunder-blue cloud, chanting to itself, although it will sail elsewhere to deliver its burden of rain.

Not even the mind can be tethered here: I drift into dreams. The cupola folds itself around me like a marble placenta. The sun speckles the brown of remembered eyes with gold. All is chill and marmoreal to the touch. I drift further. A chalk-white face and the slanting fall of a steel crescent. Then a band of sawtooth mercenaries hacking their way through the gaps in the hills, plunging into valleys where the blacksmiths have forgotten the gentle arts of the cutlass and the bridle. I drift northward to meet my mother’s ancestors as they come down again, over the east slopes.

The sky is the thinnest of tissues today. If I could, I would wet it with what tears I have, and watch it crumple and tear along its creases in my hands. Who would believe that I am the emperor Alamgir?

II

He lies under his cupola, the cruellest of old men. His grandfather had tried to weave the empire together into one tapestry of races and religions, stone-worshippers and fire-worshippers, heretics and priests, shepherds from the mountains and oarsmen from the backwaters. The Empire of the Sun did not outlive its founder; perhaps it had never really existed outside his edicts and communiques and the periodic speeches he addressed to his loyal subjects from the imperial balcony. By the time his grandson took the throne, the tapestry had frayed at the edges, and moths had nibbled it through. The skeins had come apart, hissing and striking at one another like vipers.

The grandson had no intention of repairing the tapestry. A curious emperor he made, an emperor who stitched caps and knit his calligraphy into banners, who spent half the day in prayer, and the other half treating the itch of conquest that afflicted him in the same degree that other men are afflicted by the more easily remedied fever of the thighs.

The peninsula, extending into the ocean like some fugitive whale, was his particular obsession. He wanted to harness it, if he could; and if he couldn’t, he would harpoon it. So southward he went, to drive the people of the parched hills and agave-scattered plateaux from their fortresses, to pike their camouflaged bivouacs, to break their rebellion and yoke them to the war-chariots of the Empire of the Sun. He had never understood their instinctive hatred for him: for twenty years, he had lived among them, punished them for their temerity, burned their homesteads and exiled them into slavery, and still they remained adamant.

Occasionally, an afternoon on the campaign finds the emperor under a tent, looking out over one of those dead plains of salt that punctuate the long sentence of the southern peninsula. These salt plains are an agony: their crystal outcrops catch the sun’s glare and throw it back with a vengeance; jewelled daggers, they burn through the retina until they reach that dark place behind the eyes, where the terror of dreams is born.

Sometimes, in such hours, the emperor is visited by Ashraf, the oldest of his murdered brothers. Ashraf whispers in his ear what a fool he was to succeed, what a fool he had been to outlive his brothers. Caught between the hiss of his brother’s voice and the glare of the salt plain, Alamgir loses his philosophical calm; his guards think he is finally losing his mind when he cries out for Ashraf to go away.

But for many days now, no one has come to him, not even the unwelcome spectres of his youth. No one has brought him news. Not from Gelesh, where he had expected the navy to revolt two, no three, perhaps even four months ago. Nor from Ashkabad, the capital that he has not seen in twenty years. The pungencies of its spice markets, the cries of the hawkers in those labyrinths, its blue domes and promenades and fountains are all marked as vignettes on the daguerreotype wall-maps of his mind, where nothing has changed by even so much as a trifling mosaic, no rivers have changed direction and flooded the long-entrenched earthworks of settlements, no borders have been breached by intrepid raiders. In his mind, the guardians of the gates stand alert and the Empire of the Sun reigns, immune to eclipse.

I pass him often, touching his wrinkled face with the tips of my wings. He can’t see me, though, and flicks his fingers at a fly that he thinks has committed the sacrilege of settling on the bridge of his aquiline nose. If he could understand the language of angels, he would have heard me say: The lava plain stretches out all around you, like a tideless sea. Every muscle in your body is worn out; your nerves are frayed; you can’t even see very clearly any longer. But I whisper, because I do not want you to lose faith in yourself. On the brink, in the heat: these are dangerous places for an old man to be.

You cannot show someone the futility of his works and days, represent a man to himself as a skull and a pair of crossed bones while there is yet a murmur of life in his veins. And how much more tactful one must be in the presence of Alamgir himself. Finger those rosaries carefully, carefully. You can never be so careful, so minutely attentive to detail, as when you are on the brink, in the heat. Watch every millimetre that your arthritic fingers trace across the coverlet, every twitch in your toes. You have been the fiercest of men; but now, under this cupola, you are waiting for death to claim you, an ageing emperor.

III

Red, all red and black on the heights; and the rest bleaching to chalk. Rock, rock in every form: jagged and smooth, gleaming like a saddle polished through many campaigns, or dull as a cyst. Scrub. Desert. Rock, again, rock ignited by the blinding sun.

She thinks I can’t hear or see her. She tends to be slightly romantic, like many angels. A touch of melodrama about the way she phrased that last thought: You have been the fiercest of men; but now, under this cupola, you are waiting for death to claim you, an ageing emperor.

Am I death’s lost baggage, that it should so imperiously claim me? And do I not hear and see her, this girl with her flushed cheeks and tawny wings? Have I not the right to resist her feathers when they tickle my nostrils, force me to sneeze? She forgets that I am, after all, the descendant of Jamshed, who was long ago King of the Angels. He may have been banished to earth, but he never forgot the winged speech that he had spoken.

It’s a gift I inherit: whisper or wingbeat, I hear it in my solitude. There are bearded, bespectacled old monks at court who have been trying, all their lives, to convince me that the apes were the fathers of men. I tell them otherwise, knowing better. If they could see past the blindfold of their doctrines, they would realize that we have not risen above the apes, we have fallen below the angels. I don’t think I shall ever convince them. They bore me, these scrabbling theologians, spittle dribbling down their ragged beards, forever poring through their crabbed volumes, finding ways of preserving my soul.

I should have had them beheaded long ago, these snivelling oracles. Not that it will matter, eventually. What will it matter whether I had a soul or not, a beard or not? In the end, all that people will remember of me, if they remember me at all, will be a name. I’ll end with a couple of phrases carved into a tomb, a portrait or two in a folio—one on horseback, the emperor formally posed for the annalist, and the other more relaxed, picturing me as I stroll through a garden, between two other figures bent over their canes.

And perhaps a city that bears my imperial title, though the names of cities are the most delicate flowers in the world. Ruffians can corrupt them with their rough tongues, vandals can hold them hostage or efface them, enemies can scratch out your titles and brand their own instead.

I have no wish to be immortal any longer. Now that the wallmaps in my head don’t agree even remotely with what’s happening in the world of events, and I’m just a rusty scabbard clanking against a column—let it all go, I say, let it all go.

My generals are dangerous men. I no longer want to hear from them, or want to read their tedious reports. Wherever they march, they loot villages and burn standing crops, slaughter and rape at will, spread the gospel of fire and darkness in my name. Here I lie under my cupola, without so much as twitching a ligament-and in all quarters, peasants who have never seen my face, traders to whom I have never been more than a head on a coin, curse me for a tyrant.

Tyrant or scapegoat? Perhaps the deep red hollow of the throne in Ashkabad was a reminder to whoever sat on it, of the earliest kings on earth—those poor fools chosen by their tribe, or those unwary strangers shanghaied to play the part, who ruled for one year before they were sacrificed to the goddess of the fields. Have I not also been a sacrifice, lean and stringy though it be? My blood has streamed to the earth, to fertilise these chapped plateaux, these clotted escarpments, these wrung-out hills. I cannot close my eyes, because from each clouded eyeball, a jacaranda has burst and spread its velvet foliage, its hooded shadow over the raw, smarting wound of the landscape.

I don’t sleep, but slide into morbid fantasies. I try to keep my eyes wide open (where have those jacarandas gone, who pulled them up by the roots?), but then the sky drips between the upper and the lower lids and hardens into a crust. A miniature sierra forms inside the eyes, and now I no longer see the angel, but only sense, feel on the parchment of my skin the light pressure of her wings.









Portrait of a Pensioner


From savouring the citron daybreak in a backstreet,
its balconies roped between anchored walls
with the gossip of clotheslines dripping
to the pavements, from the concrete canyons
through which, uncertain mariner, I used to pilot
an infirm chair,
I have been dishoused.




My skin thick as a stagnant pond’s,
I sit in the brooding heat
of the profligate vegetation,
racking sense from a map on my lap,
proving the presence, under silted toll roads,
of a river whose course I ridge on my bench.




Its pulse beats at my fingertips,
drums along vein and artery to hammer at the doors
of my dammed heart, calling to a murmur
that runs there, though low:
a daring that has trickled
out of season. A thin tributary,




the faint benchmark of the flood.










Decree


The hunters have trapped you:
Stag, the forests shall mourn!

—Osip Mandelshtam (1913)




Curtailed by November fanlights, a pair of grey eyes broods.
In the cone cast by a hooded lamp, thick hands
more used to shovelling snow or dragging ploughs
now cup to cast the black ostraka,
seal judgement on another man in another room
who, smothered by the same darkness, waits for doom
to descend.




A spider without a web,
he sits paralysed by lack of cues
in this blindfold play.
His patience gives out. Still no news.
Madly, he ignores his prudent minders
and strides past the safety nets, stands alone
on the dial of the deserted city.




Tail lights brush him; he longs for the sweeping hand
of the searchlight to make its coup de grace
but the gymnast’s reflexes tightening his grimace
have gauged otherwise.
Before the inquisitors
can clip him like a card
in their index, he leaps.




The vaulting horse of the late hour affords him leeway:
he clears the watchtowers and causeways
of smoky outskirts patrolled by hangmen.
A dissident psychonaut, he sails
across the marble-topped cantons of midnight.
They shoot him in that pose, again and again.



*


Emergencies of the small hours:
forced landings, air-raid warnings,
missions aborted by frozen runways and fog.




Saturnine, he has sorted his desk all night,
piloting by sidereal time and by charts
that have failed, like the fuel, by the drowsy mile.




He writes dandelion when he means yellow acacia,
and smells both flowers as the resin in his veins
oozes from the boles of his arms




and lays runnels upon the page.
Sonnets to be murmured, tercets to be sung:
an illicit portage clocked across a looseleaf tundra.




By daybreak, he will have addressed and stamped
that last letter, mailed it. After breakfast,
he will walk to the bridge and make his leap.




By noon, as the postman pushes the note
under a teak door with a brass plate but no number,
telephones will be ringing in whitewashed annexes
and prefects screaming. Outside, ambulances will be wailing,
frantic gendarmes will be looking for breaches
in the ice below the cantilevered wings.




Truncheons tap for his missing weight, grapnels plumb
for his frosted breath. But, baptized by the river,
he lies beyond the trance of prophecy, beyond arrest.




Draw the blinds. No one has permission to interrogate
the country of stone verdicts
that has risen to embrace him.



*


The Librarian at the Bureau of Missing Persons
contains multitudes,
has dossiers on ghosts from every genre:
finite clauses in an infinite chain
of xeroxed transmigrations.




In the Bureau’s warehouse,
men who’d been lamas in previous lives
share dockets with anarchist cadets,
the alumni of massacres contend for shelf-space
with retired chancellors.




And the Bureau has storytellers by the dozen,
each the sum of a malingering thorax
and a valve set damaged by shock therapy.




The Librarian is a director of souls:
he’s been here so long that pigeons fly
through his ears, and children sing
paternosters dubbed in the local language
to chase away his sleep.




At least I’m not wracked by the old physical fears,
he says, that age may be ticking like an ill-made bomb
wrapped up in a pamphlet at the back of a drawer;
and that the horses’ skulls might fall
from their safe brackets




to behead me while I doze.
I brood on the edge of a drawn sword,
he mutters, but know all the slogans.



*


Like Canaletto, muffled against the English chill,
painting speckles of gold on Venetian waves
to justify his name among churlish patrons,
the poet repeats his early motifs:




a creature of crossroads,
he peddles his songs in festive streets,
scrabbling in disguise for a couple of nickels
on the kerb outside the theatre



	
where the story of his life is playing.



*


Sixteen lines can cost a man
his life: a slap in the dictator’s face
paid back with punctured lungs and trapfalls in ice.
In the tundra, every poem is an elegy
to be read on the footboard of a moving train
and every train is a fatal pledge
dragging the poet to the rimlands of destiny.




When the Librarian at the Bureau of Missing Persons
shuts his catalogue with a clap,
some numbered poet’s case history gets stamped,
flattened between two neutral dates.



*


The poet is not at home.
These poems
are messages
left on his answering machine.










FROM THE SLEEP WALKER’S ARCHIVE
(2001)









Altamira


Morning wells like blood
in the stag’s hollow eye.




That horned fleece is yours, priestess;
this stone axe, mine.




I won’t wear my minotaur mask again.
I’ve spent the night carving




this ring of bone for you:
print your palm in vermilion




on this rock-face and today
spouts of fire will drive the bellowing wind




mad. Your name swells
in my mouth. Stop me




with the bloodrush of your hair,
the long ripple of your spine.










Reliquary


This altar has sent up no smoke
in a thousand years.




We climb past spurts of grass, the gulled turf above
the crypts of the bone people.




Nothing has changed the harsh ancestral faces
of the cliffs: they still spit in the eyes of the sea.




The turquoise wing, the whipping sail
brace this island against the spray




and salt, which pit the clasps and telescopes
we’ve brought along like afterthoughts.




Loom and harrow give the stubbled rock roots,
net and needle ring it in;




the dolphin dives for sagas, the raven
is a black instinct. Together, we shall fill




sun in the reef‘s raging anchor-wounds;
together, we shall climb




to the charred brake
and kindle our nakedness.










Nocturne


Nursing your silences, I watch night
wedge its broad shoulders tight
in our window.




My nerves ache with the curfew bells
ringing in your head, cradled sullenly
in the crook of my elbow.




The air of cherries, your wordless breath
fills my empty flesh with a flaming
chorus of swords.










Night Shift


All night, the whistling migration
of rumoured kestrels kept us awake:
we heard their wings beat close to our ears,
their beaks ripped cold meat such as appeared
as we undressed for a bed unmade
by bristling shadows and taloned fears.




We spoke little and could not lie
still, or in each other that night.
In the early hours we fell asleep at last
but, our pillows stained with winter sun,
awoke as soon. Outside, the roofed trees hung
in a lake of cloud; the surly lamp-posts




remained in place in the past, unshaken
by the night shift.
But we came rough,
in retreat, to breakfast, disarranged,
trimmed closer to silence, gripped and changed
by the draught of wings, night’s grey, destitute tears.










Speculum


The month slips from your shoulders like a robe.
The violin draws a sonata
from the reluctant prelude of your lips.




Then scarf, sash, chemise: unpeeling all your skins,
you brace bare before the cheval glass
(confessor to all the arms it has seen,
the flocks of hair, the peaches of breasts).
You offer it some more tangled skeins
of blood and lymph, ancestries, incests:
gifts of a brain on edge to a hinge that holds it fast.




Draw back, my lady; yet see, the further you withdraw,
the further you retreat into the mirror’s ironic eye.
Snared subject, would you step from this poised predicate
and risk your speaking body? The echo is worse than mime.










The Madman’s Kaleidoscope

Kloster Pernegg


Bless those who sleep, whose gravid eyes
may burst with the angels that they see:
unkempt angels who destroy their gift
of prophecy, before it scorches the lids
off those who sleep, burning them awake.




We suck the flowered blood of those we love,
make them real. Their fruit grows to flesh
in our cloistered thoughts,
ripens in cold gardens
that the sun has never breached.




Faith will undress us, only to find
the sorry figure of its own loneliness.
Ice has burnt our keys black and fire
plays about the door-jamb. We leave
before we can set our love in order




or stack the dreams that flicker across the bed
like patterns in a madman’s kaleidoscope.










Helical Histories


Osmotic as an agora,
open to storm and tide and tread,
our bed contrives, though seamless as a skin,
to simulate our every nuance in its creases
until it folds
in one calyx our separate fires, and we forge
a ring of elbow-room and breathing space
for our wants to wrestle
(my foot in your slipper, your hands
in my hair) till there is no sense
in which our speaking tongues and wet ears
are any different from those




of those strange women
washed up at Colchis swaddled in blue silk,
shearing the harbour buzz with their cries.
And how their beads glowed, like the deep eyes
of spectral cats, drunk with mystery, with watching.
And those strange men with windshocked faces
brought off the ships still mumbling spells
to calm the waves, out of mouths fallen open
like torn sandals:
men whose legs kept rocking
on land, keeping time
with the sea’s perverse, erratic swell.




But stronger, if slower, than the sandblast furnace
of the sea, a tinctured speech of gland and seed
unstoppers these jammed refugees in the agora.
From guarded beginnings in the barter of furs
—even a golden fleece, taken off a wreck—
they work up to the trading of franker glances.
And then the taut psalm of sails and the salt veins branching
till man and woman are no more than the moment when a tree,
cast adrift, comes abreast of a bridal shore.




So wine-ripe, later, they go
to lock one another in slow, spiralling dances:
helical histories of their old countries,
unscrolled, clenched, wept over, wound tight,
grafted in the warm hiding-place of the thighs:
electricities that arc again and again in the gap
between bodies breaching tribal defences
to conspire against the stone-eyed tyranny of events
in the narrow province of a bed.










Effects Of Distance

for Nancy


Call it providence if the day should turn
upon its hinges, letting light colonize
this empire of jars and shutters, this room.
A telegram on the rack spells hands that burn
because you did not reply, did not realize
that some words are too proud to remind you they came.




Blue is the colour of air letters, of conquerors’ eyes.
Blue, leaking from your pen, triggers this enterprise.
Never journey far from me; and, if you must,
find towpaths, trails; follow the portents fugitives trust
to guide them out and back. And at some fork,
pause; and climbing in twilight though you may be,
somewhere, address this heart’s unease,
this heart’s unanswered wilderness.










Coronation


They set you on a high chair, the masseur’s hands,
then wrapped your shoulders in a white burnoose,




tucked it under your chin. Then, jug upraised,
spoke blessings of water, anointed your scalp.




Soap-scented, those baptismal palms were soft,
so soft that hawks would fear to cross

	


their blinding will: they closed
fast around the eyes, caressing but chill.




For the first time, boy-king, blinking through tears,
you stared at walls that multiplied your gaze




as a rim of tawny curls
crested the scissors’ jabbing V




and quick brooms swept it as it fell
to the floors of four mirrors.




You walked through the glass door towards yourself
many times after, stride longer each time



	
and your hair grown darker beneath the sun
of a lath-and-plaster country slumped in eclipse,




this waterfront where your marooned ancestors
had never meant to drop anchor, in the first place.










Lighthouse


Lighthouse, your swung beams go morse in the dark:
tuning the tide, are bleeps my prow
can’t catch. And not knowing how
to tell the deeps from the shoals,
I run aground,
come home.




Squelching in the clogged clay, my boots
make contact with older codes
of split axe and taciturn bone
that signal their own subterranean edicts
to which I must kneel before I nail up




my claim, a notice to the ghosts
who drag their histories about this beach:
a crystal bracelet held up like a star
polished by the emeries of four weathers,
a spell on the tongue of the wind.










Parable of the Red Horse


A teardrop deposits its grief
at the round foot of the flame.




Capillaries hive it, drive tunnels and caves
through the glass membrane before it flashes




in the wick’s womb, tallowed, coppered:
the last child of the speckled flame




that lunges out before it drowns
in the tidal censorship of the dark.



*


The dervish in the marketplace stops up his eyes
with coins. He dreams he is standing
neck-deep in water; when he howls,




his words are an almanac of falling turrets,
suns breaking the contract
of their orbits




and extinct lines of princes.
In the square, the tail of the red horse
swishes a splendid disregard




for the manic augur
but on those shoulders, that fine head,
plague-black, the eclipse spreads.




I take the bit from the horse’s mouth,
slip it between my teeth: a talisman
for my escape through scorpion thickets.



*


In the square, the wind continues to gallop
in the empty stirrups of trees.




Noon skulks in back alleys,
a shadow cracking on tar, tripping




on tarpaulins. All the squares in the city
are roundabouts, all the streets




dead ends.
The traffic recycles itself.










Refugee

in memoriam: Giorgio de Chirico (1888–1888)


Shuffling from a shore deepened by the tumult
of the sea’s homecoming, a marooned sailor
flees towards inland storms.
What is he: asthmatic monk, madman,
seducer of fishermen’s daughters?




Scourged by the mistral, his ears mocked
by batteries of sea-pronged cannon,
he has seen his chances swim away
like black fish below the corded gangplank.




Behind him lists the Ship of Fools,
sailing without hope of arrival
or port of call. Before him stretch
the unsolved algorithms of arcades
drained of people, the repeated mouths




of houses, whistling express trains,
campaniles that toll a knell:
the remains of a city that someone imagined
and forgot to build.



*


He flings out his arms, which are the arms
of a stowaway nation, a people without a flag
who disguise their customs, forge their passports,
mumble a mongrelled tongue.




Chance has brought him here,
this man of shadows taken off a galleon,
this widower of a kelp-strangled idea,
duped by the treason of images.




Those images come to rest, to rot
in the copper diving-bells of his lungs.
He crumbles as he moves on, carrying
tombstones on his breath.




You can feel his sweet white marble skin,
cowled and stitched over sand-stiffened ribs.
And you can hear the black cat howling
inside his chest, a witness woken from the dead.




He does not flinch when you test his wounds.
His words are spores, the wind’s hostages.










Trespasser’s Song

for H. Masud Taj


Picture this city in reverse:
the arches dim, the domes bulge and turn,
people back away from you, smiling.




A crow skirls, dragged back in time.
The wind’s an elastic band drawn tight
by unseen hands that push past you and place




a red skull-and-crossbones sign three steps
from the glass door you were about to open.
A concrete mixer grinds its teeth and groans.




But before the stone lion on the stair can add
his roar to the chorus, a boy gags him
with a black rag that began life as a crow.




The gatekeeper’s on holiday; warnings rule.
Between you and the rubble of the construction site,
this one splits your shadow:‘Danger. Road Closed.’










Apostrophe to an Architect Raising the City of God


Architect, how gravely you plot your weightless sections,
found a Republic




among the shelved elevations of a topography that banks
in puzzling segments of mortgage and ruin.




You sanction an austere axis here, commence
on a stiff oratory of grids;




ban vagrant shrubs from the avenues and square
the cracked colonnades in line with your prospect.




And let no catwalk trespass upon the majesty of the rise;
let drawbridges strike out, couriers of the perspective.




This record you trace bears the watermark of fable.
In a mason’s translation, it acquires a gloss




of earthworks. Its ammonia tints fade, its edges rot.
Brigands stalk the City of God.




Conquest and retreat. Condottiere priests.
No goldleaf glazes, but chalk encrusts




the stained palimpsest.
You fly the design you did your best to fix




but cannot escape the radii of that well-laid plan.
And harsh your own words of counsel scatter like tares




from the splitting pod of that perfect State:
bullets, they sting your present tact.




Across the drumming trade routes of blood, they give you chase.
Distance fails, and at the antipodes, you pull up short.




And this is purgatory, an arsenal of sorts
where the flintlocks and mortars moulder, that first shot




those false alarms, signals of distress:
Hope and Reason. Spent shadows on a verge of grass,




they mourn the remorseless tramp of the Idea in History,
sputtering, in deep old age, like aspic fire.










The Ambassador’s Report

I


Don’t take this document by my hand for a sign
of finality, or this compass on the table
for masterful repose, or this globe
on the sill for order.
This room is a pose
of glass nouns.




Don’t ask how we dragged the caravan across the desert,
hauled the cannon over the rim of the sand,
rafted the gulf, kept the gunpowder dry,
the ribs warm, the vultures
hungry.



II


An undertow of questions throws up its barbed hooks,
reversing the protocol of current behaviour.
My report digresses from the fishing of answers
in well-sounded depths. I have heard the westering sun
spit curses, the sudden calls
of momentary, blaspheming pheasants.




Back in the region called home, the highways have set
askew in the plastercast plain. Our pack mules limp.
After the pounding of the howitzers,
the gaunt lions looking out to sea
are looser-limbed, looser-lipped,
straw-maned, somewhat toothless.



III


An ambassador in an enemy country
must practise the austerities
of fable. He sees what he sees
through the Trappist eye
of the needle.




He cannot remember why he first set sail:
for trade, or better terms, or was it
in search of Eden?
He tries to reconstruct his longings
from the potsherds of his discoveries:




at the desert’s farthest extremity,
he will close his notebook with a few tribes
bickering over dung heaps, boulders,
patches of yellowed grass, a few goats.
And two very old and withered trees.










Figures in a Landscape by Doppler


Earthquakes thunder past, but the canary survives,
a yellow phrase on the perennial.
Whirlwinds sunder our lives
but small things still matter,
and these have been of consequence after all:
clocks without cuckoos, daemons wrestling in brass,
the hiss of mowers, the spiky warmth of grass.




So how should it pan out if, as patterns wreathe themselves
on the smoky glass, as the party sways gently, sways
in its aureoled bath,
someone should turn away from it all,
turn her eyes to night’s dolphin-ride
on a sea that babbles in its sleep?




And a child’s fingers, drumming on the pane
from the green outside, say all you wanted to say
and all you wanted to say
cradles itself in parentheses
at the bottom of your throat.




Where did we pick up the art of hedging,
of plucking the ice-moon fruits of fate? You tell me
the heart of growing is learning to stay
in finite provinces you used to hate;
is learning to stay in a kind of leaving,
and leaving, be everywhere ruled by the game;
to put seas and suns between ourselves




and us,
till distance is a railroad dividing our freight
between China and Chile.




We float out on the cosmic ripple
and the blue palaces that rode towards us
scatter at tangents, crimson gunfire:
time blows more than our minds in Doppler’s landscape;
each year we grow perfect in a widening knowledge.
Each year, the windmill and Don Quixote
drift further apart in the grisaille print,




leave the picture behind, wrapped up in a house
on a hill:
the heart of growing is going away.










Grandfather’s Estate


Steam of hard-ridden horses, squelch of crab apples
under hooves: these filter through the lattices.
Mouldy ashlars. Crackling of leaves being fired
in the yard; swishing of billhooks
in the fields. Peat smoke; moths flit, unpeeled
from lanterns. For months now, the vexations
have piled up and nothing has worn a name
except the chirping of finches, the damp
creeping up the drains like a gaseous ivy.
Ripe wine, bitter almonds. He sits and listens
for the garnet drop to fall
at sunset on the open diary.




The tap-tapping of walking-sticks
on Minton floors upstairs, as if
queues of old men were conducting
discreet negotiations with outlined Ming
vases and the upturned corners
of Isfahan carpets. The transoms are a music
of whisperings, a serenade of strings,
the gurgling nuptials of doves.
He hears the refrain of rain, his fingers
trickle down the page: moves in the dusk,
stratagems disarmed, the tentative devices
of a blind man’s poetry.










A Poem for Grandmother


A door. A stair. And two steps inside that dark,
the straight-backed chair my grandmother sat in,
a lace net draped across its mahogany arm.
And on the table, a volume of stories
open at the flyleaf, its tissue quill-scarred.




The photographs seal her in a shell of relations:
the sepia corset would have her no more
than an empress delegating domestic chores;
in this room, imagine her gravely accepting
tributes of porcelain and sparkling brass
or setting tiger lilies afloat in bowls, or stocking
pots of pickled mango in the attic of summer.




But the wrong word kills, and empress is wrong,
an acrid graft on a delicate stock. Empire
was never her creed: grandmother had to learn
the principles of governance from practised hands.
She had to whet the brusque words of command
on waspish crones in the inner courtyard,
had to tame the peacocks in the garden
and dry the raisins of tact with aunts-in-law,
invalids who ruled from brass-bound chests
and serene beds of illness.




She grew up with her children, kept house
in a city of merchant ships and parade-ground strife,
made a home in the rain-gashed heart
of that world in whose lanes stowaway Chinese sang
the praises of their silk, and coolies peddled
cartloads of spices plucked for colder ports.
Like the poets of that city, she wrote in two languages,
spoke a third in polite company, the lines enjambed
over the trellises, the words trapped in porous stone.




She died giving birth to a daughter
on Armistice Day, 1931.
She grew into the earth, then, a storied fig tree
whose roots shot to heaven and branches burrowed
so deep they seeded a forest.




Giving consumed grandmother. Connected to her
by nothing more substantial than a spiralled thread
of protein, I wake some nights to find her eyes
staring at me from the mirror:
grandmother when she died, younger than I am now,
cut in half by the streetlight’s glare.




Hoard your powers, she says, do not give
from the core, my son, do not give.
Giving spites the flesh, corrodes intention.
Most unreliable of barters, most memorable of sins,
giving kills. My son, do not, like Karna,
rip off the armour that is your skin.










Trying to Fly

for Amma


I wish to stand on the flat roof of a house
in Bilaspur or Borda:
places picked from a lime-yellow map
for their sound. They sound to me like places
where palm fronds still wave, a pond still crowns
a hill with mirrored sun.




To stand on the flat roof of a house, trying to fly,
is to court ambition: this year I shall be
the king who winters in exile, sails back as a kite
sprinkling the land with a ferment of flowers.
This year, I shall be spring’s revanchist kite
come home blazoned with chrysanthemums.




In midflight, telegraph wires trip me up.
My streamers rip and flutter on the poles;
my even course in tailspin, I am impaled
on the nose of a cardboard MiG taking off
from an Air Force hoarding. Gravity and a pair
of snapped vanes: a dirge for my essay at aeronautics.



*


You can botch an effort, or risk little
by sitting in a tower room, counting the passing flights
on strands of golden hair.
You can wait for the dull clouds to lift,
for the tide to come crashing at the drugged moon’s command
through the high windows.



*


Having been spectacled son to horse-borne conquerors
and sceptred father to wastrel sons come home
with messages of peace and squandered kingdoms,
I can do with a back broad enough to take
an objective view
of the sun’s daily scourging, the tramp of soldiers’ boots,
the pelting tropical rain, the drought from the blue.




Broad in the heat, a back that is a continent
whose jaguar hungers beat hidden, or prowl
its lime terrain, do not abate.
Come now, history is names. Yet finally the name
hungers for the formal indifference of scale:




I wish to be the flat roof of a house.










Annunciatian

for Mary Nazareth

The Virgin:


When first you came, you gave me the reticent heart
from your silken sleeve. Leaving in haste,
you dropped a tawny feather
in the straw. But afterwards




it was a poisoned apple you brought,
slipping it from your hand with the easy tact
of a tempter shedding a stolen glove,
while I slept.




And now, God knows how, my pulse has struck
a litany of forked tongues behind my eyes,
a litany that pricks your priapic fingers
and for once




the act of giving is a revenge:
it stings you
but traps me in the sorcery of paradox,
quickens the iron, sour on my tongue.




My naive blood has served no wisdom
and you are gone.



The Angel:


Guest of the earth,
doubt argues with consolation
in the catechism of your sleep:
no witch or magus could have told you
that, at the threshold of my kiss,
the blessed drop their chaste mantillas
like pilgrims who, when crossing the river,
are hacked off by water at the knees.




Do not dismiss the epiphanies
as an accident of surgery behind the eyes:
like the pea concealed beneath the tenth mattress,
the hurt thrusts you forward from a remote life,
trains you to earth my lightning.
And though you bar the tempest of my wings
from the small house of your beating breast,
you wake as I do, with blood on your lips.




The prayer of open palms:
the deadlocked heart’s anabasis.










Portrait of a Lady


Objects are lessons: from bowls, hairpins, brooches,
you learn of forgotten lives. The stories say
my grandmother was a fever tree:
two birds sat on her branches, one pecking
at a grape, the other singing an aria.




What history’s bookkeepers do not show
is the tremor down the spine she felt,
the tendril of blood that coiled in her nose
when the whistle of a train announced
her husband’s return from a tour of duty.




In the stories, she’s an actor, a pilgrim:
shadow-boxing with a thunderstorm,
she slips through brick walls,
treads a theatre of scrubbed floors
and ember beds. She leaves me




a loaf of shortbread in the oven,
a page of couplets in a script I cannot read
and wrapped in a peel of green appleskin,
a teacup glazed with a Dutch windmill,
the last one of the set.




The urchin-cut waif in the vignette above
is the child she was. Voyeur, clairvoyante,
she stares in at windows, her head a gourd
hollowed by the age she never reached
in life, her hair a silver floss.




Objects are lessons: the light seeps
through the slats, sets off a shimmer
on her lace. She’s crocheted the evening
and its creatures: the silken thread
that she pulls from her pattern




knots tight around my neck.










Power Cut


Tallow stained our sleeves, dripping
from high candles. We smelt the lavender
that you dabbed your temples with,
but knew it disguised the fatal stench
of childbed, a mortician’s dodge.
On an occasional table, your needlework
lay spread: a map of China never to complete
its borders. You chose a crueller pilgrimage
to the Forbidden City, taking your scent,
your touch, the sky reflected in your eyes,
the sun in them never moistened by your tears.
Burnt wire, bulb fused in a cast of ash:
what can these pictures do, poorly contrived
measures as they are, of a terminal injustice?










Group Portrait

in memoriam: Raja Deen Dayal (1844–1910)


The afternoons shuttle by, slides in the magic lantern
behind his eyes. Waking at teatime, he will neglect
the flavour of mint, brush the sandwiches aside.
First, he must replace each slide
with the true chronicler’s unhurried finesse
in its allotted tray. And as they fog,
the old man wipes his half-moon lenses
with the soft cloth of evening.




Scattered items gather on the programme he opens.
A city of onion domes folds out, a Ptolemaic cosmos
circling in orbits of brilliantined satraps,
tiers of bearded divines yearning for the next world
and shaven beaux beside them, crushed by the roses
of wit. Angelic orders, they die to the tunes
of a phonograph pining for the beloved and spring;
and when the beribboned band strikes up a march,
whiskered hussars return from campaigns and riots
to court gracious gowned ladies with necks like stems
drawn out by the glass-blower’s fatal art.
The sun will not set tonight,
they promise themselves. The sun will not set
on the potted palms, the tiaras, the ostrich plumes,
the dress sabres of a venereal nobility.




Nor will it set on the hunt:
the one foolproof way of mapping a country
that exists only in mezzotint plates,
with slight variations from shoot to shoot.
Invisible artists arrange the mise en scene
for the shikar, but the swarthy beaters
scowling at the edge of the frame
almost give the game away.
The sahib does not see them: focused on the camera,
he plants one foot square on the felled tiger.
This light-eyed lord of the animals
is a finer man than the assorted cast
of princes, syces, liveried footmen
fawning on me, the Resident thinks.
Light-eyed lord of the animals, noble savage,
my ruthless double, fellow imperialist.




What plainer tales could portraiture tell?
In forty years, even Kipling’s flashbulb
will have lost its charge, his pictures faded.
And these slides in a sleepwalker’s head,
frailer even than art, are conceits
treasured by our courtly parents, despised
by us, their meteque children: prints ransomed
from the sun’s dusty albums.










Bloodlines, Songlines

for Vivan Sundaram


They call to you to stop, the ancestral voices.
But the winds rip them to shreds.
Will you draw breath at the cove that cusps
the bay with the ocean? You turn your oars
that way, and I dare to hope
you will bend to bearings I understand.
But at the stone overhang,
you slip on a hood of monsoon clouds
and without leavetaking, set sudden sail
for cratered shores now cooled to quartz.




Trapezing, you laugh at the past’s dry signals,
disrupt yourself, tear off the mask
and test the blade till it must spring
or snap. For you no rest
till the mastery of chance has blessed
your will with a dancer’s balance.
You do not relent, but improvise,
mount cankered hills, cross rivers in spate.
Years later, I will find your tokens
somewhere as I dig.




The detritus of storm and fire:
in your dreams, I have seen the anchored ketch
smothered by an oil spill, its canvas sails
burning. I have seen factory stovepipes
tear ragged seams through the sky’s fabric
as derricks blaze on glycerine seas,
towns unfurl in napalm trails.
The dull stutter of guns has blocked
my numb ears, sand and gravel
dribble from my mouth.




I have watched my body emptied of all its events
and tossed into the propeller stream
with a single question, asked of the water:
Is home where we start from, or is home
where our journeys take us?










No Permit of Residence

for Girish Shahane


Old friends come back from Europe with news
of a new crusade. Their speech is slow to come, delayed:
they know the newfound unity of republics excludes them;
no walls fell in their cause, their Berlins are not yet.
Rusted rationalists with a sombre regard for instinct,
they watch a neonate Enlightenment
close ranks against the Asiatic hordes.




Not this the welcoming Europe of the Goethehaus
with gentians in the windows; Europe of fauns,
of Flaubert’s novels, Chopin’s waltzes, philosophes
quoting the Vedas. That past is papier-mâché,
its obituaries blowtorched on sheets of flame.
Mitteleurapa offers us refuge no longer. We wheel, outcast,
like migrant terns, cold-shouldered by the summer we trusted.










Seleukos Nikator’s Elegy for Alexander the Great

Babylon, 323 BC


Now, Alexander, the Fates have struck you down
with a lingering fever, no memorable stroke:
your anointed head, once tousled with gorgon hair,
lies stiff on the pillow, a wasted sun,
and the hand that bridled emperors is limp
as a splashmark of tepid rain on a shield.




Now I shall leave you, good Alexander, Beloved of the Gods.
War is for us who are old men. For you, untouched
as you were by cunning, there were triumphs to stage:
Porus’ pledge of kinship, the Persian concubines.
Symbol and gesture, the flourished crests of pride:
what a life it was, my prince, what a life it was.




Now I shall leave you, good Alexander, Son of Zeus-Ammon:
you were always a child. Why did you campaign,
revelling god of the pageant? Why did you stain
your greaved buskins in the malarial swamps?
You should have left the sieges to us, the skirmishes,
the bloody assaults by night.




Now, Alexander, we shall leave you in the capable hands
of the embalmers. They will fill you with myrrh
and you will live on, horned on coins, winged in legends;
whilst we, released from the bondage of your vision,
shall step out into the fly-heat and the stench of camels
to conclude some unfinished business.




Now, Alexander, we leave you with the spoils of fire and dark.
You end with a dead moth and an eagle’s feather
in each sewn sleeve; a clay toy clasped to your heart.
And rising from our trestled tables, gruff soldiers
of fortune, bent by our bowstring Fates,
we go out into the last noon of your empire




to sharpen our long and very thirsty knives.










Palace

for Sudarshan Shetty

We were brought by stealth, through spiked gates and sunken courtyards, to the queen’s favourite’s palace. He was a grandmaster whose head she had once saved from the block, by wrapping her brocade shawl around the executioner’s axe. The ruse had not been entirely successful, but by degrees she had restored the dead man to health, feeding him a mash of basil leaves while the harem slaves dressed his wounds in poultices.

She has given him a sinecure now—as she does to keep him busy every summer, when she must repaint his head in turmeric and kohl. He maps the treacherous dunelands that shift ground behind the palace; they whisper as they shift, like courtiers, through the afternoons while the guardsmen doze beneath their canopies.

The queen thinks this will occupy her favourite through the day. In the evenings, he forgets the burden of air that his shoulders carry, when he sits with the palace librarians, who have gone blind through their minute scrutiny of the palmleaf manuscripts that have come down to them in an undeciphered script. Now they no longer read, but measure the hours in delicate quanta of opium. The poppy is their only talisman against an ironic custom that obliges them to wear the spectacles which were the insignia of their office.

They have mumbled the same chants over and over for forty years, trying to recall the one spell that works the rain. They fidget with the polished betel nuts secreted in their cummerbunds. Their milkstone eyes crinkle from habit. They leave nothing to chance, cling to a mnemonic belief in miracles.

That is all we know of what happens on the terrace where the librarians huddle around a fire in the icy desert darkness, though mute gondoliers are reported to sweep it with night-long oars. The gardeners never talk about the fallen waves that they shear away every morning.

These routines have never been breached. So the grandmaster cannot believe it when rasping thunder interrupts, for the first time in forty years, the lull and drone of the recitation. For the first time, those eunuch mouths taste ant-hill dust on their rolled praises of lightning and fall open. In the moment that they fall open, a peacock cries out and is heard for miles, even in mudbaked hamlets where no one knows that the king has been dead forty years, and they still worship him in effigy.









Out of Range

I


Single cloud impaled
on a mallard’s cry
I sit
out of range
across a lotus pond
centre of breath
for a tropical Monet
grown silent, eye-hand-brush watching
great cupped palms
thrusting green from the weed-clogged water
to receive
the benison of rain.



II


Cast wide
the net of dreams.




A mountain deposited by morning
has fallen asleep in the eye.




A single egret, the one note
of dissent under a radiant cloud.



III


The technician’s only ambition:
to grow from fish to salt
in the ocean’s churning.



IV


From a single straw, the field seeds
a harvest of suns.




Suns that torpedo
my clotted veins.



V


A hermit in autumn, reluctant to lie down
on the sharp points of grass.




To call the sun home is like trying to heal
a physician:
he knots himself in the sheets,
muttering fevered curses, fighting off
the mountains flying through his sleep.










Logbook


At night,
whose eyebright touch
seals the peak with an olive tree,
lays a table with the balance of stone?
Who folds the hills in a napkin of twilight,
catches a splash of bay
with a hook of shingled shore?




Who brings me these reeds,
missives knotted with threads of wax?




A yellow acrobat
whose fingers
tip the jug
till night
is everywhere and all over and I
am a line, the spasm of a line
grooved along a shell:




the logbook
of my ancestors.










Corrida

in memoriam: Miguel Hernandez (1910–1910)


The bull’s eyes droop in blue eclipse,
lead weighs down his cartilage;
the thick heart pumps a throb of mercury,
the nerves are a hiss of dry tongues.




Unpurged, his five stomachs rage,
red hells scourged by thorny cud;
the harrying temperature hovers, stings,
hornet to the sentenced blood.




Swaying, impaled on his own broken horns,
head driven almost into the earth, the bull
surrenders to the prancing matador
of fever: the glare wicks down




in his lampblack eyes. The sand ring tightens,
a rictus around his throat.
Cape and barb offer his choked groan
no franchise: noon-struck, it goes hoarse




in an acid dream of home.



*


Sand, blood, thunder: a shroud
whirling to shreds, to metaphors.
Ritual of dust, don’t let those eyes
turn glimmer-pools for clustered flies.




Half twitch of smoke, half gust of stone,
green as rust on a river’s blade,
I swing from a gibbet, blinding hour of day:
I know the brocade thigh




that I’ll plough with a rut
of searing burgundy.



*


Like the bull, I was branded by the seed in my groin:
it would swell its shell till I burst




under the lash, garlanding my gore-wet neck
with the screaming of cardinals.




Like the bull, I’d stamp the earth
to the miracle of fire; like the bull,




I’d chase you, leave the horror of my want
on the salt tip of a sword.




And, though ripped like a sail by bruising tides,
the horned catastrophe of my hide




would, by a headlong instinct, charge
the churning sea, its catafalque.



*


A volcano roars in my lungs, my mouth belches
shards of flame, white breakers.




The atolls cry out. The next twelve hours
are wings torn to shadows of surf.




Pale sulphur, a minotaur stares
with masked eyes at the settling ash




of his dead disguise.










Trailing the Horse-tamer


I stumble into a widowed wood
where trees born of women
have suffered the knives of drought.




Flinty comets score points across a blacked-out sky,
their bird-of-paradise tails streaming
behind them.




From the steaming belly of the sacrificed ox
the augur pulls the looped entrails:
at their end dangles




the future of the tribe.



*


Horse-tamer, I have followed you from the chalky cliffs
to these lakes gridlocked in ice.
I have crossed the pyramids of skulls you built,
eaten mulberries among the lean-hipped corpses
of fishermen driven south by winter.




Now I flag. I feed my days
with the nectared resin that bears snatch
from claw-punctured maples,
warm myself in pungent furs.




Horse-tamer, ancestor, kindler of fire,
fix my bridle, tighten my saddle-girths,
sharpen the frost-bitten stumps of my language.










Wolf


A wolf snarls in the sumac-stripped darkness.
Across the snow-driven prairie that is
a famine of trust, a man
steps from his cabin, cocks his rifle
in reply. His boots sink and the ice
swirls around him. The wolf
wades into his eyes.




Teach me to cleave the steel-jawed pain,
take my words, give me memories of smell:
charred pine, first-blooded fur, dying elk.
Time gets the hunter in the end,
freezes his bones among the stars
but you will never be flaunted,
a trapper’s crippled exhibit:




a fanged hunger, you will survive.










Small Countries

for Maria van Daalen


You came from a flatland held in trust
by dykes against a brooding sea




to this open plain where blizzards drive
the snug clapboard houses




before them like ninepins.
When you go back in spring




will Carnival have won the war, or Lent?
Would the peasants be dancing to the tin-pan tune




of obscene proverbs, smashing pitchers of ale
at long tables, toasting the bride?




Or will the blue china reflect the low horizon
and wait for the laconic painter to fix




the soldier in his red coat, the laughing girl
against a map torn up by vengeful duchies?




And will the lens-grinder be whistling a madrigal
as he polishes the universe into a rose?




These are small countries, our hearts:
in them, women read letters or tell their rosaries




by open windows framed in frost,
waiting for the poplars to grow.










The Murder of the Genie

in memoriam: Rene Magritte (1898–1898)


Deep scar, the ash-white day
brands itself on lavender walls.
The gulls strike deep
in crane territory.
A clock ticks in a robot’s head,
mindful of its destiny.




The fan spins till the breeze begins
to slap the blinds. In the squeeze between
iris and lid, the window feels
the first stir of unrest.
Who let the assassin spirit in?
Who armed him, who bailed him out?




He must have rehearsed his catgut lines
before putting on his ski-mask,
turning the doorknob.
An inkpot drops in a sailor’s head,
a letter comes to rest
in the cradle.




The mullions framing the gantry
ten miles away by skiff
are phantoms of mutiny
but don’t show it.
They hold their dignified pose.
Nothing connects.




A parrot ransoms the clock for a song.
They repeat each other faithfully, translate
as two chiming alibis.
The curtains shush the piercing needle
of the chime; the flash-gun springs
from behind a wrinkled tiger mask.




The curtains catch fire
even as the grammarian gropes
for crucial evidence, signs of a struggle
in the thick undergrowth of prescribed tropes
and the flowering false pretences
of language.




In the tanglewood, I leave a few odd cinders,
the spoor of a maple, the trace of a tune,
an eyeful of pale water,
my guillotined feet.
Draw and quarter fact.
Fight clues with clues.




This wisdom shall be proverbial
in the room’s unforgiving folklore.










Anatomy Lesson


The surgeon is a precise man. His blade
makes incision in the puffed skin,
dissects the frame straight down
till wet manroot impedes.
And fibres and vessels,
the scarlets and purples, lesions, odours
of groin and mouth, the waste and flesh and bile
of an extinct life spill over.




Among those strange colours of panic, exposed
to grim light of day for the first time,
the students like eager partridges search
for the kernel of that sinning, singing self
whose existence they are taught to doubt
by eunuch scholars who have ripped it out
of their syllabi, torn the subject to twitching strips
with their gloved yet septic fingers.




But disease is monist: cancers, viruses do not respect
the privacy of plural, self-created selves
and invade the citadel that they share, the body.
It is death defeats the scepticism of apostles:
a deconstruction by gambits, stabbing degrees
that snaps every yoke of cartilage,
stamps every limb with scar tissue
and, thumping the table, declares its curt absolutist will,




claims the afflicted whole. Then the apostles,
hemlocked in the cells of their hermetic regime,
learn that death takes the church of the body entire,
recognizing no schisms.
On their knees, too late, they hear
the scalpel-wild glee of the ghost they swore
to lay for ever: the raw pope of the physical church,
resurrected in its collapse, proved by its mortality:




Old Master of Sorrows, the hormonal, the irreducible I.










Snarl

in memoriam: Francis Bacon (1909–1992)


Who can paint grass the cannibal shade of hair?
Who can paint water as if it were
a leper scarfed in black? Who can sit back
and with chill eyes condemn a table of drunks,
chalking up the blessed and the damned?
Who, slouching in doorways, can pluck
every man’s fate, chess-player’s and lout’s?
He can, whose gamester hand treats life
as a shackle of terse hair around a wound.
He knows that when the plastique of lust explodes,
every mouth screams: cardinal and wart-hog
are sewn in one itching, muck-mottled skin,
and even the gilded angels wind up grilled,
a snarl of rare meat you can fork off a plate,
a cradle of bones.










Fairytales

for Jerry Pinto


You retch, and the watchtowers gloat
like fathers grown younger in their dreams,
their Prussian heels snapping to attention,
their Rottweilers growling for prey.




The commandant is a delicate psychologist
who soothes your fears with his chamois voice.
He rinses his hands, gloves them, delivers
a whipcrack that lifts the skin clean




of the bone. You can’t hide the wince
or the sentence of blood that begins.



*


Stay away, the horsehead warns you.
Stay away from your father, or he’ll lead you
to the witch’s wood.
Don’t open that closet, the horsehead warns you,
or your husband’s six wives will fall out.




Father, husband, he sits guarded by cannon-ball trees
on a tropical island: there he breeds
fantail pigeons and albino tigers,
watches his cyborg children play,
writes his memoirs under a pseudonym.




But each time you hit the brain’s erratic keyboard,
his face flashes up in a looped program:
commandant of the camps, smiling doctor
who flicks his blades with gloved hands,
puts you to sleep with his chamois voice




and reaches for your gut with his pliers.



*


The shirt fits you: a chill armour,
its collar a pair of metal wings.
You turn your scared eyes on a pair of hands
that have grown into gleaming cleavers.




Now you yourself are ready to stride
into the night, a sorcerer’s apprentice
poisoned by love’s denial,
armed with the technologies of death.




You go from house to house, twisting
the guts of children who sleep.










Requiem for an Infanta

after Pavel Antokolsky

I


The painter knew the child was only a picture.
He heard in the tattoo of the pulse in her veins
the kettledrums of kings waiting to be born again.




He knew the false note struck among them was not
the cough that screens the byblow or the mule:
hers were not heraldic stains but taints occult
to the physician’s drooping eye. But to the painter,
native of his own and others’ skins,
nothing is secret: he saw the gristled flesh,
the corrupt prayers, the bitter lusts
that kept the ten-year-old girl alive.




The sliver of an old and varnished stock
was mouldering before his eyes, the bemused passion
of dwarves and clowns, the scourge of confessors.
In the child squeezed dry of her juices,
he saw a portrait of her country.
The drapery fluttered when he set brush to it,
the oriels glowed with martyrs, imperious chaperones
of the spirit, but the palace was empty.




On every side, doors opened on doors opened on doors
and at one end of the hall, the drapes
parted to disclose a satinwood annexe
where silver gazelles leaped from the tapestries
to the mirrors, the mirrors tossing them to the gaze
of feline eyes behind a veil.
And the painter with his palette played
the unchaste abbot of this cloister.




The duennas filled the room with the froufrou
of their skirts, turned, caught their own glance
in the painting. He shrank from their florid moans
of praise. The jaw of the king, her slow-wit father,
sagged at the miracle. He croaked:
‘Marvellous, Velasquez! What nuances you’ve captured!
How real we seem!’ Bowing, the painter backed out
of the life he had framed.




His years went by, a wanton dance of cares and hopes,
of light on the subject: urbane princes, future popes
sat for him. Behind the velvet, a flight of stairs
ended in a vortex. Clear-eyed, he stepped into the dark.
The artist needs more youth than the gods will grant
to carnal man’s agilities of love and work:
he aged swiftly, till the burnished studio
deepened to the colour of nothing, and he was blind.



II


Three centuries have warmed and cooled her cheeks.
The sombre Infanta lets nothing disturb her composure.




She regards the dissolute skyline with disdain,
stares past the voices of surprise
that would detain her, praise her hair, her dress,
her complexion. She ignores them all,
faithful to her painter’s instruction.




On every side the museum stretches,
a parquet serenity broken by the hum
of backpack tourists and lean curators
who breathe culture, take notes, or pet and caper
like the pages and courtiers at the Escorial.




The little girl sees clearly from all the eyes
that try and catch her gaze, that she has lost
nothing since the Escorial:
neither dwarves nor dukes nor dolls nor saints.
The world is still mixed from the humours she knew.




And the sun’s arrows lose a little gold
each time they notch the turquoise masks
torn off strangled Incas, or when they rebound
from Aztec totems: chimes carved from a clock
with a cross for pendulum.




Once more, at closing time, the chimes have died away
on the waters of receding footsteps.




She is alone, still dressed in the same stiff brocade,
mute as an idol, unquestionable as the grass
that sprouts in the gaps between desolate graves.
The little girl is older than she could ever have been
and she is laughing, laughing
with the strength the gods give only to the dead.










Sacrifice


Poussin painted this sky. Its cannonfire blue
reminds us that the gods look down
at our wars and that their view,
unhindered by passion or pity,
makes the picture, not ours.




The gods bear witness to our still-born thrusts,
to action that never attains its heroic end
but hangs in the grudging balance
of opportunity: the mace about to fall,
the sword half-drawn, the thick-veined hand
hacked away from its wristed scabbard.




Subtle historians, the gods record our draining pulse.
The wind sucks the marrow from our arms
and a forest of needles pricks its seeds
along our neutered bones.




Was it this sky that mantled the Aztec priest
when, with obsidian knife, he bent to prise
his victim’s heart from its faint calyx?
Watch it quiver, you voyeur gods,
it is your feast.




Breath inflamed, vital juices quickened,
you drink the martyr’s blood that slops
from the dupe’s ragged clavicle.
But will it appease your gaudy hungers,
this blood that quenches the deafened altar
and darkens to the colour of Poussin’s sky?










Addenda


The red rag presumes the bull
when function tags after form.




Turn the tables so that the porcelain
presumes the bull, as the teacup does the storm.




A doctor today would be addled to pit
his feeble wits against fate by straining




to keep a hail of rusted forceps away
from a pair of tonsils on a silver tray




and sly the skipper’s wife who hoists a red sky
in the morning, counterfeiting the sailor’s warning.




Kept from his yawl, the skipper pounds at the sea gate,
stumbles over the radium grass to the wharf.




Grenades blow up in his ear. At the ferryhouse,
the blind harlequin throws him a twisted coin,




tells him to catch the first wind home.



*


Don’t say the song didn’t touch off the swan,
or that you missed




the last pealing call of salmon, egg and teeth
before they passed forever from sight beneath




the herringbone textures of speech.



*


Strange ways the watchmaker winds us up,
with side effects for mainspring. We forget




what we know, and out of turn come up
with brittle hours, skeleton keys we never knew




we possessed. But turn them
when the dew papers the flagstones




and these keys release
a swallow that is all the summer we need:




a thaw of colours
that have worked quite free,




as we have not, of words.










First Signs

for Peter Nazareth


Light scrapes the skin,
searching for the knobs of bones
like a language that has lost its grip
 



and must start over again,
looking for first signs:
a fork in the road, a bend in the river,
ash where lightning felled a camphor tree.




It fastens on the prickly coat of mould
that a barrel left out in the rain has grown,
fingers the scars that bushfires have brailled
on the shoulders of hills.




No, not for it the usual games,
the cyclic rutting of plough and snake.
Rustling from former skins,
it chews those once and future berries




half-nibbled for it by the old woman
whose eyes are full of whispers.
She brews her bitter herbs, draws diagrams
in pitch, and asks the light:




What would you be? The preening swan
in the ballad of the blacksmith’s bride?
Or would you be the matted prodigal,
the brigand who steals the yellow moon




in midwives’ tales?
By nightfall, a cicada sibilance pours
down your gorge, till swirlpools swill
and roar in your mouth, a thousand militancies.




Name what you touch, the old woman says,
and watch it shatter:
to name is to curse with identity.
At your command, the stranger’s art

 


of dispute will divide the chambered heart,
set free the tongue to coin its lies:
the fork, the bend, the camphor tree
 



and hard after them, the living, the deadly verb.










Questions for a Biographer


How to phrase what must be told,
how force the seals, twist back the locks,
burgle the cabinet of his soul?
How to rifle his cupboard of masks
and then to squeeze into the damp
between costume and true colours?
And who will break the sawdust news
to those who survive, tell them why
he’d withdrawn and what, if anything,
the alien had meant after all?




All this you learn, in jerks and stammers,
halfway to the sad wisdom that comes
from listing a dead friend’s letters,
sorting his desk, watching his diaries burn.




I do not envy you this brief, biographer.
To you his grief is so much code
to scan in the mirror (the square-nibbed O
a wasted vigil; the fine X, a lover met).
A sharp task you have set yourself,
safecracker of private language:
though with frank hands you unbolt his fame,
the pain tricks you, and that it is hard
to place his ashes in an urn
and, weeping, mock them: this you learn.




And hear, again, his baffled voice
growling a refrain to these afterlife rites
of murder and rebirth.
Spy, tailor, your golem works.




It shakes the smug who think they knew
the dead man inside out: that scorn is brave,
but has the séance taught you how to soothe
the lovers he’d stripped with patient sneers?
What brittle pride can you restore
to the friends he’d cast off, sketched in slurs?
Laughing, you shrug off as cravats of gossip
the nightmares he’d sutured into his flesh
and when the cocaine nights grow louder claws,
you pretend they’re a pension of records he’d saved.




At the book release, the mannequin’s on test.
Toying with anecdotes,
you slit his windpipe, render his sour brogue
in the fluted accents of civility.




But in the end, you cannot char the heartwood.
Spurning the genteel syringe of tact,
you tighten the gauntlet till it chafes
the bare wrist to bruising, till you say:
He was a damned shabby sort of man
but I loved what I knew of him.










The Studio

for Mehlli Gobhai


You must set it straight,
this collage of troubled yesterdays,
this study in which you pace about.
Retrieving a violin from the case
that has muffled its strings,
soloist of nerves,
you dust it with jagged touches.




You have salvaged the grandfather clock
that stopped at four one afternoon,
stood the tribal icons that you found
in a roofless village on a basalt altar
hewn from Himalayas of contrition.
Your penance kindles before neglected gods
of fire and faunal water.




This workshop: its alchemic alloys regulate
the fallacies of the corrosive weather.
On an easel glazed by halogen northlight,
in an alcove stacked with dried leaves,
crayon jars and pendulums, you stage
your departures. The slide rule cannot level
the still lives the spirit leads.




*

Your fist clenches around a bronze mango.
Warmed by your palm, the metal regains
the living kernel’s obduracy:
shaman-cast, a grenade that announces
a thunderstorm of parakeets




bearing down from every quarter
on this T-squared paper secured by force
of will alone. As you betray the event
to the palette, you ask yourself:
Can the image contrive
the secular miracle of flight?




Anonymous tourist in your own warren of lanes,
looking for an exit, you take a U-turn
and swerve through a screech of hell-bent cars.
Later, shutting out the chain-linked assonance
of thought’s gaudier catastrophes,
you stand bloodless at the window




 while forefathers in black capes
pencil their missives on the glass:
they hold you hostage,
their dead copperplate hands making notes
for brief and intimate histories
 



of China clippers, merchants who sold silk
in Calcutta, the family curse, the opium trade.




*

In the morning’s embers, you will find a name,
and written in the dust on the rosewood cabinet,
a legal notice for a torn sleeve.
This Palestine where you run your hands over iron birds,
wrap fresh images in Coptic bindings,
how long will you guard it
from the crisis of arrows in your flesh?




Outsider, the wild god you saw in the mirror
this morning as you shaved
is yourself, invoked by the hymns
you neither list nor discard.
On this April afternoon,
the canvas like a dark twin on a stretcher waits
for your axe to fall, bringing it fierce release.




The axe falls instead on a rack of sheets
stained with red lead, burnt umber, tangerine.
It hacks at the thickest of parchments,
digging canals through crusted soils
compacted from drained swamp, blistered wood,
the blighted skins of harpy winters
and cut-throat summers, recusant sins.




As the paper cracks, edges touch off
further edges; where angles meet in peaks,
the light filters through, spreads and fills
the dungeon where the ageing turnkey has kept
in silence, all this while, an unnamed prisoner:
faithful to the nimbus of secrecy,
the unfinished painting.










Anomalies


Find me a tailor whose needles can mend
the sky’s ripped tent.
Or find me a mimic who can report
the taste of sugar on his dry tongue.




I was a simple basket-maker
until, one day, a lion roared
through my mouth and my fingers bent
into claws around the cane.




The lion has now learned to cleave and rein
the rattan staves to fit a bright ring
in his head: the lion has learned
to finger a rosary, wear a green robe.




He is turning into a saint, this lion.
He is learning to weave the perfect basket,
a basket that can hold




the water that homes in on thirst.










Cautionary Tales

 after Kabir


I

Beware, my sons, of towns founded by gold miners,
now abandoned in the saddle of a valley.
Before long, parting ways with your muleteers,
you’ll stumble on routes
no caravan has used for decades.




Stone monkeys point north to the foothills.
Below spread pastures flecked with ash, outposts
snuffed out by crossed signals, crooked guides.
Those who reach this town have taken
the wrong direction, been taken for a ride.




And come here without risking their necks
on the slopes, without seeing that other country
of high passes which do not clear,
where the mist hovers, a wry hawk.
Who talks of that other country




misses the point.




II

Beware, my daughters, of men who say:
I’ve forgotten the name of my village,
I’ve forgotten the way back;
tomorrow, I’ll cross the river
in an iron canoe
with rocks for ballast.




Starving pioneers, prospectors duped
by brindled stream and hacksaw ledge,
may the swooping hawk
wish them well.




III

A splinter from the fair tree of that other country
once lodged deep in my thigh. I’ve carried
that broken spear-point around for years.
Fetch me, from the mines of that other country, a lodestone to pull it out.




Fronds of fire above, roots winched
in the running transparence of a brook:
homage to that phoenix,
the fair tree of that other country,
on which the image is about to flower.




IV

Broken staircase. Blue lotus afloat
on the surface of imagined water. 
My words are pinpoints,
spots of light shot through the wormholes
in the pages of my grandfather’s journals.
My words are foxes gone to ground
in the maze of his cellared notes.




The man who wrote those testaments
didn’t notice when his pen fell back,
slow-paced turtle to the hare of his song.
His speech, like mine, was eastern:
if you were quicker, you’d catch his words
before they melted on my tongue
and trapped us in writing once again.




Hunt on, coroner of rhymes, among library shelves
in the west, where no one can follow us
except the anthologists of curious dialects.










Treasure Map with Na Spat Marked ‘X’


Master of first drafts,
mason of untrowelled walls,
frugal householder,
he hoards the coinage of poems.
Circling the ruins, you hunt for his lost
clearing house of fonts,
chase the smell of his clay horses
with patents.




The original minotaur, he bellows,
savage in a labyrinth of versions.
A magneto coiled in his own rage,
he melts the hall of mirrors you’ve devised
to catch him, retreats chafing from your locksmith gaze.
You’ll never tell concave from convex in this hell
of inversions. I tell you, wherever you look
is the wrong place.




The camera lucida moves to screen him.
Slashing through its jammed celluloid, you hope
to grab the missing guru, the stable truth
metallic behind the moving frame.
The projector, agape, spews reams
of looped film at you: a mujahid machine gun
clipping out magazines
of staccato laughter.




He has married a sleeping audience,
turned projectionist, mixed up the reels,
escaped among the garbled images.
You docket the proof to build a case
of polygamy: Garbo, nautilus, carbon, woodrose.
But when it’s time to pin the blame,
turn your satchel inside out
and you’ll shake loose only shadows.




His trademark. Next, with vetch and kale,
blue-green travellers’ tales, he sows
a garden on the beach.
Caretaker of crumbling manuscripts, he needs
neither cartridges nor identity cards:
he is the turnings of the maze,
the flickering instants on the screen.
You are the catatonic, he the genius:




he masks himself as you, you face yourself
as him. Kabir weaves a shawl
with no edge: the horizon
is his garden’s boundary.










Headlines

for Vilas Sarang


The woman in the wheelchair thanks God in Heaven
she wasn’t asleep in the stucco-fronted house
when the bomb went off in the letter-box.




Parts of her face
stare back at her from the row
of shattered windowpanes.




She assesses the damage done
to candlesticks, Victorian blackwood chairs
and her favourite one-eyed cat.




Listening for freak broadcasts,
the telepathic translator in the room upstairs
has caught a pirate station:




the Voice of Thunder
claims responsibility.




*
 
The helicopters play a crafty game.
Armed with whirling shadows for warrant,
they dodge among firemen
clambering up ladders in the rain




and press-gang them for next when newsreel bombs
should explode, and the desperate generals
of armies besieged in desert citadels
demand recruits.




Fire in the rain. The hydrant hoses shoot
amnesties at the awnings and colonnades
before the torrent comes down in a winding sheet,
swallows the promenade in its folds.




*

Halfway across satellite-straddled space, a poet dies:
polyglot silenced on a surgeon’s table.
Teacher, traveller, he sowed his homegrown stories
in foreign earth. I mould a grief for him
the size of my balled fist beating against my head.




Another bomb explodes on a local train:
a playwright dies. I cannot stretch
to lift him from the casualty ward or cast
a shroud over what, marl-spattered, is left
of his arms and legs. Instead




I hunch at the desk where the front page writes
my public script, civilizes my private rage:
I clip the pain in glass brackets and type
down black borders, condensing poet and playwright
into brisk three-column obituaries.




*

By a sleight of hand, the grey creek
slinking by the rushes has changed its wavelength:
the sea, the angry sea suspends its sound
judgement as it rumbles in, preparing to pound
strategic installations
 



like oil rigs and the high dykes
I’ve built around my mind.










Special Effects

for Anandajit Ray


It was the year the special effects man
went on leave, giving no explanation.
We faced the disaster
like tough guys in a Western,
bounced bare-back on a cosmology of accidents.




We let clowns pole-vault over the riding school
while dive-bombers crashed and troops advanced
on a salient, with the Ring Cycle playing.
The recording angel photographed these stunts
from a helicopter.




Suave prompters lost their poise.
Door handles came off, pulleys wouldn’t work.
Those who’d smirked in the wings
now fell from the flies,
found asylum in the backdrop pageants.




Postal strikes crippled our letters.
Casualties mounted. Desperate, I opened
my clinician’s casebook.
The stains wouldn’t go
though I’d done my best.




The sun in the eye gave notice,
closed down at sunset.
The mafioso’s intestine
unwound into a hose.
The limousine bared its bulletproof teeth.




That’s when he came back, chuckling, ‘The good news is
this is where the gardener shoots
a column of water at the burning clouds,
just as a man who’s given up on life
falls from the window of your mind.’










A Letter to Ram Kumar

I


The wind has been blowing through your paintings
for a thousand years: overtures without tomorrows.
And what voices have you heard on this wind, what thunder
prophesying war? What diamond shards of sailcloth
have stabbed through this wind, fingerprinted by the dawn?
And what boatmen have pirated songs through this night,
borne descants to you through this deepening night
of dull dreams and lime-washed memories?




And what did you hear in Banaras, Ram Kumar,
above the wailing of widows, the river’s bass foghorns?
What did it breathe to you, this city shored from charnel,
its priests whirling in the blood-goddess’s dance,
its temples trembling in spiderwebs of light
spun out by leaf-twist lamps as they tip forward
into the night, this deepening night
of dull dreams and lime-washed memories.




Keep watch over the last hours before the bells announce
the docking of the blue boat at the pier.
And beware: a city can die of too much faith,
mired in the apocalypse that it spawned.
A city can choke on carrion, mangled by reedstalks
and prayers spluttering from the mouths of drains.
You have looked for the living, Ram Kumar, and found
only skulls, scoured a few bones from the ashes of kites.
Here, you will find only the mute and stratified dead.
And take care, take care. Before you know it,
the river will have stretched tight,
an oilskin over your eyeballs.



II


Buzzards settle on the sand bars,
forage among sediments of guilt.
Quirky priests, they minister unction
to saffron-flecked bodies
that will feed the vultures,
evolutes morained by the devious glacier of births.




What shivering shadow can the figure cast
on a running stream, when its raft has been shattered
by crocodile currents? Abolished by the crypt,
the figure wanders among the sepulchral houses,
dwindles to a figment
keeping vigil on the waterfronts.




A river dolphin baited by predators,
the figure commits
the ritual suicide of silence.
Pilgrim, painter, anchorite,
with knife and brush you paint the slush
in which it dies.




You can crush the moon like an insect tonight
between the thumb and index finger:
the body is like that in the hours of sleep,
the body that now is only voice,
only a string of characters
that the sand has smudged in blotting.
Wailing down a helix, it looks for the single sail
whipping
in the sleepless, the weathering wind.




On the moss-greened ghats, the switchblade grass
smoulders in a drizzle. The steps are washed
by a tide of hermit spectres.
Pilgrim, painter, anchorite,
with knife and brush you paint the slush,
the silence.



III


But, Ram Kumar, the figure must return
or the swan will not take wing tomorrow
from the lotus-carpeted lake;
the nayika in the miniature will not live
if the blue god does not return
in the rain-draped month of Ashadh.




The cry drifting, draining down the ghats,
cannot bear the wound of separation
from the dancer with the flute. His yellow robe
trails on the cypresses, but the clouds
have swallowed him.
Accusing, the words of Siddheshwari’s thumri
fly up at you, like drenched black swans in the night.




When the figure returns, it will sing you fragments,
tell of the storm’s mauling, the bitter warmth of a day
cupped in the debris of landslides, ice rubbed to flame.
Gliding on the first snow’s flurries, it has shed
the shuffling gait of the soldier’s forced march.




Currents swirl from your brush. The sun-wind tilts
your frames so drifts of haystack and cloudstream
can sweep away hillocks, ridges, emperors’ tombs.
This is the storm that Turner saw, stirring slave ships
in brine, milling the tribute of silver and spice
to spindrift till the whorled cyclonic eye
engulfed sun and sky and time within its glowering rim.




We lurch downstream, churned by the tempest,
our sail thrummed, funnelled around its rigging.
But you have rowed through floes,
thwarted avalanches and cliff-falls,
left the feldspar ravines of despair behind.
These are notations for a landscape
that you will throw away once you’ve climbed
into the hills, like Wittgenstein’s ladder.




I wash my hands
in the clear water of your paintings,
escape my face
as the masks come off in streaks.




At the snow line, the silver oaks thin out;
then a shrill tug of pine
and the sail snaps free, a blue vibration,
a crevasse prised between band and band
of what are hills on the painter’s striated screen.
A hoopoe wakes up like a hymn in the head,
a rip cord is pulled




and then:
wreckage floating down rivers
and landscapes opening like parachutes.










The Grammarian’s Marriage Poem

The most beautiful is the object
which does not exist

—Zbigniew Herbert: ‘Study af the Object’

I


The most beautiful bride is she who does not exist,
she who bears no heroes, carries no firewood:




the classical absence pinned with jasper brooches,
she who is hope, the high-strung trope




of an extinct rhetoric, her limbs fragile as hieroglyphs
that I must collect with arms thrown wide




as metal detectors. She is a puzzle that I must assemble
into a body of coherent evidence.



II


The most beautiful bride is music, not sculpture:
she will wear flowers of water in her hair




and sew garlands at nightfall from fistfuls of corn,
gather splashes of stars at her wrists.




In the wilderness of speech, she will be my farewell
to the sins of too much talk, too much prayer;




in a high-walled town on a plain flat as a palm,
she will absolve me of all my crazed pieties




of hindsight. She will be the rain of grace
bursting from the pods of the wishing tree.



III


She is a sphinx, the most beautiful bride.
Defying the logic of her own riddles,




she will relay me from cuneiform to runic,
cursive to blackletter. So copied from hand




to hand, version to version,
the words of my charter are amended:




I will always be other than I am,
a translation of the original text of the tribe




burnt in sacked cities, buried with jewel-hoards,
torn apart by ravening wolves.



IV


She crafts me on her parchment sheaves:
I am no territory but only borderlines




born of her artifice. She writes me even as I write
this marriage poem for her




and I climb out of the dark night
of her beloved body, the most beautiful bride.










Autumn Prayer for a Vanished Nymph

after Stephen Romer


Console me with bindweed
from her hair.




Gardener, reader of the leaves that tear
and fall from heaven’s open hymnbook,




tell me what wild annunciation of despair
will reach her ears, what tenacities




of passion, worn from rock to tears,
will urge her back




from the sapphire depths
that have swallowed her.




Possession, the incurable fear of loss, invents
a vein of hate, poisoned longing’s precipitate,




but shapes no answers to replace
her brooding gaze, her swanning breasts,




her tanned arms, spanning to measure themselves
against the swimming birds, the sunstream’s fluency.




Gardener, rouse me from my trance, reclaim me.
I have done with the dowser’s lying wand




and a wretched twelvemonth of reasons.
Now stoke the banked fires, teach me to trace




the capricious etymologies of desire.










Apolla and Daphne


My love was simple:
savage possession of the fleeing Other.
Grabbing at your shoulders




it was pungent odours of wood
I embraced. Your silences
congealed in resin, clothed you in bark.




Love, thwarted, ensured its opposite:
journeys end in lovers’ meetings
but pursuit ends in slaughtered game.



*


Alchemies of root and stone.
In Ovid’s tale, my sturdy fingers
scratch chlorophyll from your arms;




you break, running, into leaves.
The poet’s justice forces conclusions
from the outstretched arms and twisting hips.




But in Bernini’s marble, our chase remains
in suspense, my fingers frozen an inch
from your laurelled hair:




the sculptor preserves the rough suitor’s shock,
the terror of the unwilling bride:
unslaked thirst about to mingle
with the water it seeks.



*


The gods who monitor, unseen, our acts,
pronounce no word of censure
nor bar me from their table:




throbbing in my throat,
the python of my loud lust
strangles my gift of prophecy.




How else could this cautionary tale have ended?
With guilt quenching itself in fire
or justice dripping from plaintive song?




What oracle would have guessed
that a tutor’s boredom, in later years,
would translate the rape as a lethargic lesson




in the classical patterns of desire?










Legend Recycled


The king is drawn like a sunstruck crow
to the fishergirl’s creel:
his enchantment is complete,
he must possess her.
And beside the green river sabotaged by weeds,
he forces his will upon her.




The king’s son, revolted,
swears never to marry.
A jongleur of herbs,
he turns his celibate hand
to the management of gardens;
dying, becomes a parakeet.




The king grows balder, less passionate.
He courts dowsers who paraphrase
webfoot forecasts for his sunburned crops.
He lives in a quiet country without hurricanes:
himself, enthroned between the kerosene streams
of dull speech and diligent policy.




The fishergirl hovers, half-translated,
between wharf and palace, and neither is home.
Every night she comes unstrung, climbs to her terrace
and vomits the grief and hate of her queenly state
in torrents of fish:
striped, silver, riddle-tailed, arrow-headed fishes




released like toxins in the dominions of air.










Place Legends

for Richard Lannoy

Mather Goddess


Pepper vines ring the jackfruit tree
that is her shrine. She claims
tributes of colour: indigo is hers,
and saffron, and carmine.




The rain has washed her altar.
You cannot see the blood that quit
her veins when the storm-god’s iron mace
split her head, pinned and broke her arms.




Her stone skin breathes, sweats, watches
over anthill Harappas. It is not blind,
this torso tapering to a cleft
between child-wide hips.




I do not deceive myself.
She grows inside me.



*

Hero Stone


Stone smeared with vermilion,
the raddled god stands guard
over furrows where dead cities sleep.




Once it was blood, still warm
from his victim’s pierced abdomen,
that anointed him.




One hand carries a drawn sword,
the other dips out of sight
behind the relief of the horse.




Perhaps that hand, surreptitious, feels
for what the rustic sculptor
did not carve:




his testicles, twin planets that the god
is afraid will withdraw into a cleft,
twin planets without which he cannot ride.










Templates


This is a seventh-floor window in June:
the wind is maritime,
a whiff of the seventeenth century
carried from rusty canal gates, tarred docks
above whose roofs the spectre of a smokestack rises.




After-images from an almanac
mildewed by the passage of many monsoons:
a knackered mill, its chimney straight as a rocket
aimed at the cloud-hidden stars
but never released.




The spigot of straitened trade restrained,
then choked its thunder; but by an abrupt
kindness, the wreckers have spared
its scaffolded length: it stands alone
among ransacked godowns and ramping cranes.




Off the pier, I watch shearwaters dip and glide.
Their beaks close on nothing; they rehearse
ancestral motions mindlessly.
I mull over curiosities like the word harbinger:
act sealed in name, it does not harbinge.




Like the strand lines, which mark tides
that will never break again;
like scallops encrusted between the moist pages
of a psalter in a sunken ship;
or like the salt at table




which is a memoir of water;
or your nightgown on the hanger,
your slippers on the rug,
sometimes, the verb forms we cling to,
vanish, leaving us




the bequest of fossil nouns.










Pavement


Don’t walk on sharp stones, my love.
We should not die
of the necessities we invent.










Speaking a Dead Language


I trespass on sentences that ash has muffled,
the lichen overgrown; then rekindle tropes
that farmers dropped in their kitchen grates
with the husked corn and blue glass beads
when the northmen rode in on champing roans.




Hindsight is a poor cousin to revelation.
Listening to the hiss and splatter of rain,
the crackle of fire between the words,
voicing my breath in strange shapes of mouth




is like looking for you.




The north-rose flowers in every direction
on the tattered map I pull from a chest,
a hidden magnet
around which iron filings frame a crown.




I flatten the continents on a table
and read there of our love,
not lost but translated,
its cadences learned again
in other countries by other tongues.










VANISHING ACTS : NEW POEMS
(2001–2005)










Moth


Pressed up against the narrow pane, the moth is rust,
its wings the colour of blood drying on stone.




The house and sky are one cubic dark, through whose thin walls
the boy moves like a silken cloth,




buffing the brass urns and pewter mugs he touches.
Clots of light, straining through his palms, float in the air.




Dawn is a mile off, but when the house gets there,
a hard edge of fire cuts through the glass




and through the night’s restraint: the boy grabs at the moth
and stumbles. His prize is just a shock




of sulphur wings that thrash in his hands and vaporize
while he falls headlong, his hands flecked with pollen-dust.




He comes to the window again, next dawn. There is no moth
to reach for. He slashes his palms on the fire-sharpened glass.











Ghalib in the Winter of the Great Revolt

Delhi, 1857


The emperor’s murdered grandsons hang
from the Gate of Peace like hushed bells
and rifles drill the sentenced air.
My neighbour, the flautist, slit his veins last night,
burning his prayerbook before he died,
true to a God of subtle tones
wasted on the deaf.




Ghalib writes to a friend:
All around us, the furies ride their burning horses.
It’s as though Timur had broken Delhi’s walls
again, his cinder-streaked soldiers heaping
pyramids of skulls in the streets,
an abacus for orphans to compute
the profits of betrayal, the penalties of defeat.




Cannon the only thunder, writes Ghalib, and no rain.
Gunners waving St George’s flag
have driven the nobles from their charred mansions,
tethered the peasants to the surly river.
The coppersmith tapping at a dead branch
fills the vacant sky
with the privacy of his grief.




The friend, with a spy at his shoulder, writes back:
When did you become a poet of adjectives
roosting in the rafters of a broken house?
Ghalib, the owl must hide in the tamarind for now,
but the genies of havoc will go on furlough soon.
You say your ink-well is empty, but your dry quill
still claws at the fibres of the heart.




A pharmacist may drug himself with lyric,
Ghalib replies, and a tiger may vanish
in the rain-forest of his hunter’s dreams.
But the dry quill is a reproach and this raw winter
could be the living tomb of my song.
Send paper, friend, these are the last pages
of my journal I’m writing on.












The Sufi in Winter


The hem of a robe,
a tree’s callused bark,
a frosted beard,
a whiff of musk,
dust on a turban.




Nothing is lost
in translation,
not even a woollen sleeve
smelling of woodsmoke.












Mountain

Dambulla

Where the rock sags, the ceiling billows like a tent above the sleeping Buddhas. We quit the cave and through a window, see a mountain framed against the slow-burning sky: dead wind, a summit floating on cloud.

Twilight’s secrecies are about to shroud that right-angled sky. They hold back for the instant it takes a langur to look up and blind us with twin setting suns. For two seconds, the massif prints itself on every face we see.

A waterfall drips out the minutes that remain. An attendant, impatient for prayer or video game, waits for the last reluctant visitors to collect their shoes and leave. He enters the full moon, thumb-printed, in his log. We turn to check if anything’s been left behind
 
and find the peak, behind a half-shut door. Slipping through which, our feet ready to climb, we stumble down a rock-cut path picked out by glow-worms, small ambushes of light. The mountain darkens to a deeper shade of night.










Madman


He stares up at the dying stars,
this madman in a soot-black robe.
No door opens to take him in,
this madman in a soot-black robe.




He dips his pen in a darkened pool
and breaks his nib:
it’s only the shadow of a cloud
that’s passing above
this madman in a soot-black robe.




His long walk is a chase of leaves
through a park misspelled
in leaf-stripped boughs
that offer him no roof,
no respite from the flickering snow:
he hides his chin in a threadbare scarf,
this madman in a soot-black robe.




Or is he the shadow of a cloud
that’s passing above a darkened pool?
He breaks his nib in a chase of leaves,
shuffling below the threadbare boughs,
testing his will against this blight,
this snow that glimmers in the narrow beam
from a window half-opened to the night.




But no door opens to take him in,
he stares up at the dying stars.
His turn will come, he strops his knife,
this madman in a soot-black robe.











The Scribe


The faithful witness tears his flesh
with a blade he’s tempered in the dark:
the phrases searing down his arms
spell a sentence that’s howled itself





hoarse in his mind for weeks before
this final spasm, the knife a shriek
he couldn’t hold back, the pain
a horse he couldn’t curb.




Though it’s gone, its hooves gallop on
inside his chest,
pounding all that’s hidden there
to dust. Then the knifepoint fire catches
 



at his shirt, his face, his hair:
crowned with flame, he breaks through a door
boarded up with planks of night.
Running, flailing, stumbling
 



and waking the crows to a false dawn,
I watch myself burn.











Overleaf


What’s left of my body
after the whirling blades of light
have done their work
on skin and hair, nails, nerves and skull,
after the flesh has been stripped
by cathode rays and moray eels,
after the censors have blacked out the face
I once owned, and on a guarded beach
the wind has dried the last of the wet bones?




What’s left of my body
shuffles around damp rooms
where incomplete sets
of encyclopaedias rot.
It straightens rugs with a fraying toe,
tests door-knobs, recoils from open shutters,
switches on lamp-globes,
an ageing emperor making notes
in a darkened aquarium.




Overleaf: the simplest instruction in the book.
Turn a page in an atlas of predators
and you can outrun the leopard, outswim the shark.
So turn the page
on these strangling hands, these narrowed eyes
that watched bayonets carve pictograms
in flesh, these ears that prickled with screams.
Wake sweating, but unhurt, and let the children sleep
for now. It’ll keep,
what’s left of my body.











Six Portraits of the Literary Life


I

Like Marx, he goes up marble steps to write
volumes in a Reading Room. A wasted man.
Outside, the rain snatches at the dog-eared light
and at lovers sharing an umbrella.




II

The poet strikes you as base metal
transmuted by the portraitist.
Before the lens, he communes with himself,
long hair askew, a clock-tower grading his poses.




III

The poet advertises his virtues, which are as sunny
as the beach holidays that competing airlines offer.
He can’t stop by for coffee, he regrets, he’s en route
to the Promised Land of the Recommended Texts.




IV

His buckram spine now eased in paperback,
the enfant terrible turns ageing pope
of his own cult, his whisper amplified
by a hydra of microphones.




V

Like the magician in the Indian rope trick,
he conjures away his poems
with commentaries and vanishes.
The last note on his desk is a scrawled Cf: also.




VI

He comes back to an empty house. In the fridge,
fears multiply, fruits of a silence after early fame.
No, Heraclitus, I must be caustic with you:
the road up and the road down are never the same.











Pilot


The pilot wakes up with total recall:
he wears the penitent’s shirt of fire,
the bombs still whistle past his ears.
Cities explode in the pupils of his eyes,
children run down empty roads
in his mind, stripped naked, burning.




He hacks at the spiky lantana
with a rusty bayonet. He fights
jungle shadows, his reflexes still at war
though the ceasefire sounded decades ago.
Marooned in his fear, he anticipates
an ambush that never comes.




He wards off an enemy who signed a truce
that passed him by. Bolt-action hero,
he keeps faith with a forfeit empire,
patrols the island, tests his barricades
twice a day. Belted in his cockpit,
he’s flying blind into the rain:




he’s on autopilot,
the sum of the places he’s hated.











Emigrant


Leaving, he looks out of the window,
skirting the edge of the silver wing:
a tear widens in the quilt of clouds,
through which he sees (or thinks he can)




miles below, traffic lights blinking
their green and amber arrows
as rain smears the windscreens of cars
and soldiers jump down from dented tanks.




He clutches his passport. There’s no room
for back numbers in his baggage.
The clouds stitch back the widening tear
but he gropes for a towel,




feeling the cabin temperature rise
as though, miles below,
the city of his birth were burning.











Alibi


Wipe your fingerprints from the air,
rinse out the mug from which you drank
last night’s coffee.
Clear the view in the window
with a sweep of plush curtain
that takes cloud, sky and mountain with it.
Cut the photograph from the frame,
grab the red hair-band from the onyx jar,
the spectacles from the desk.




Cover your tracks.
Walk through water.




You were never here.











Symptoms

for Farhad


His hair has been falling and his beard
drips raggedly from his chin.
He smells of fish whenever the wind changes;
the harbour controls his moods.




He forgets the lines he has just read,
cannot recall the letters that spell his name
and loses the thread of his tales in a maze
of past events: Would sulphur help




or mercury? He has no clue.
Will he find the parrot with red eyes?




*
 
Yesterday is a closed door.
Behind it stretches a well-loved landscape
of dusty blue sea and chalk-pink hills,
a choir of clowns playing with striped pumpkins.




When he wakes up, torpid admirals
tie him up in knots.




*

Islands collide as he stumbles
through the Gateway of India:
he sits on a bench
to steady his mind’s haywire gyroscope.




He’s arrested by a cat on the prowl:
the sun is a fish in its eye.




*

Strangers make him dizzy,
he faints in a crowd.
He sees himself thrown back
from every shop-window:




a clown-god of the crossroads.




*

Water sloshes in the canals of his ears,
cutthroats chase each other inside his brain.
His hands tremble as he hunts for his keys;
his pockets bulge with fever-hot pebbles.




Zigzag lightning flashes in his eyes; he watches
as zebra crossings climb the steep houses
on Colaba Causeway, striping the night sky.
He wakes up retching,




wishing the palm trees outside his window
were the birch grove he had grown to love
in a country nine thousand miles away
and closer than his skin.




*

Ash Lane, Cochin Street, Tamarind Lane,
Mangalore Street, Ropewalk Lane,
Rampart Row, Cruickshank Lane:
the names rap out a prayer,
forests and seaports echo in the Fort:




the names of streets, mottled bookmarks
stuck in a book whose pages have crumbled.
This city is an album of proverbs
that hides the parrot with red eyes.











Diagnosis

for Nancy


Her hand travels across my chest like a stethoscope
searching for an erratic beat, a slowed-down pulse,
some clue to the season, weather gone wrong
like a heat wave in December, or rain in March:




searching, perhaps, for a fugitive heart
that refuses to break cover.




And not finding the havoc of typhoon or depression,
but only the sagging breath of one who would cool
from heat of action, be healed into more
real gestures of rest and sleep,
her hand offers truce:




Break cover, rebel heart,
and speak.











The Editor‘s Last Nightmare


Towards the end he stopped trying to edit
the footage that unscrolled in his mind the tape
playing over and over headphones blurred with calls
a shrine guerrillas ramming the gates footfalls
blowing up in the mined darkness first light
crouching over tents a trail of scattered boots the lens
pulled back to frame scorched pilgrims huddling
watchful as pigeons in their alcoves.




Tear this night off me, as a surgeon would strip
the sweat-soaked shirt off a wounded man.
Someone’s printed his palms on my door,
javelins guard my bed and whose are those bodies,
driven into sand, scooped up with mudguards,
and this horse, its neck dripping blood on my sheets?
Give me plainsong, not reportage, he cried,
locked up in a prison of rumours.











The Abbot of Misrule


The fear of sharp weapons keeps me at home.
From the street, a clown in a Führer mask
rakes the houses with automatic laughter.




Our windows splinter beneath a volley
of shears, scissors, daggers: the glass
sprinkles, pricks our eyelashes, our hair.




It’s got beneath the quilts, among the cushions,
powdered the pages of leatherbound books.
The abbot of misrule patrols the street:




his laugh-track shakes our walls.
A bayonet rips up
the ear’s curtain:




the last sound I hear
is the buzz of a wasp
crushing itself
 



against the one pane left standing in its frame.











Landscapes with Saints


Mean as knives, his burnished limbs
rotted and stank when the gateman came
to call his number. Gorakh forgot
his body was just a borrowed suit,
one size too large.




*

He’s forgotten the river pilot’s song.
He’s above parrot gossip,
beyond the hawk’s warning cry.
Wrapping himself in the torn fabric of sky,
Kabir climbs on.




*

Dropping his nimbus in the grass, he looks
at the boats riding the stream below:
close enough to touch.
When the road ends,
Tuka takes a deep breath and leaps.




*

She sees a boatman rowing in sand,
shielding his skiff from the ocean’s roar.
Such a safe harbour, brother, sings Lalla,
it saves you the trouble
of charting your course.




*

His eyes would not rest on a quatrain of walls
and scanned the desert air instead:
mango trees balancing on their heads;
himself, Khushru,
a bird of paradise judged by earth.




*

Neglect leafs through his pages. Perfumes escape
from phials left unstoppered
on his shelves. Lead crumbles
in Attar’s mind; his hands,
wherever they rest, touch gold.




*

A torn cotton robe against the wind;
his limbs, nettle-pricked, transparent as prayers. 
His name burnt out,
Milarepa sings to himself 
as he travels the centuries.











Miniature


On the staircase, a courtier sprints in slow motion.
At the window, the princess combs her long, long hair.
In the courtyard, wolves devour her discarded lover.
Under the roof, a page trembles at the snarling and cries.
In the mirror, the foot of the painter’s easel
shows he’s still there, holding his breath,
recording the gleam of early morning sun
on crystal and goldleaf,
echoing, in the rosy tint of apples,
the blush mantling the cheek
of the royal bride.
He knows where to paint the curtain.











Passing a Ruined Mill

in memoriam: Nissim Ezekiel (1924–2004)


His mind’s gone blank as a fax
left untouched for months in a drawer,
his faded words a defeat
of grammar and the continuities we prize.




Passing Lower Parel, the train slows by a ruined mill:
my eyes settle on chimneys stripped down to brick,
look away from crippled sheds, twisted gantries,
rusting flues and cranes overrun by creepers
that loop across the city, explode in prickly flowers,
drape the windows of the room in which he breaks
his hoarded silence with visitors whose names
escape him. They pour tea into his hours,
waiting for the clouded marble of his eyes
to spark a relay in the burnt-out tungsten
of his thoughts.




*

Can you see the window through your fraying blindfold?
The window framed in straggling creepers,
a sunbird’s nest dangling from the bougainvillaea,
the surly gardener retreating, his shears still drawn
to hack, and you in the window, fresh from the rescue,
waving your wave of welcome
that was always a goodbye.




Months of slow fades until at last the curtain
marks a patch of scrubbed violet
through which the sky used to glow.
My face is as good as another’s,
the kind word acknowledged, soon lost to the clock,
a ticking device, awkward in an awkward room,
this minefield of objects that rituals alone
can restore to sense: morning bath
and towelling, bedpan and brush.




*

Clouds form his idea of afternoon. Having read
only the tea-leaves in his cup,
he dreams of books
stacked on shelves too high to reach.




Look, he’s standing square in a frame
bleached by sun, peeled by rain:
he’s never asked the weather’s permission
to leave, now he lets go the window
in which the landscape’s settled:
two shards of pane, a shred of maroon kite.




*

The sea outside his window, he knew that sea
long before God parted it for Moses:
he’d probed the edge where shelves drop
into trenches, he knew where
the oysters slept, their dreams growing
in rings around a stone.




Who would believe he’d begun to dream
the ebb would suck him in, that he’d forgotten
how to swim? One last time he dived.
When he surfaced, the havoc birds were waiting:
they swooped down to peck
at the few pearls he’d found.




*

That music’s made of chance, he found,
ten years after the dance had claimed
his steps, its canny measure turning around
to fix him to the floor. That music maims,
he found, as seedy grandeur pinned him to a desk
high-piled with books, papers unread for years,
letters to which no answer would ever be sent,
the lamp hovering above his head
a menacing crown, more fire than light.
And there he sat, while the paper rustled away,
shedding the weave of his words like a blotted skin.




*

Did you never climb a three-bar gate
to pluck forbidden mangoes?
Did you regret the gash that opened
in your skin, wet with the hand-pressed
rawness of gathered juice?




He told a palmist he’d befriended
that he suffered the commonest of chosen things:
the need to make of sullen seed a tree.
Your tree will shimmer, its roots anchored in passion,
said the kerbside sage, but mind, it’ll bend,
its branches heavy with poison fruit.
He saw that truth, and said: Not yet,
and stroked its prickly leaves.











Golden Orioles

for Anju Dodiya


The window’s aflame with sunset
but she isn’t looking or really there.




She floats above the couch,
a hypnotist standing by




to catch her dreams. She’s shivering,
afraid to close her eyes at night:




Will her lids burn, her images escape,
her eyes fly away, a pair of golden orioles?




The wakeful hypnotist falls asleep at last.
She drifts, the room too small to detain her.




She dreams of flying naked through the air,
unhindered by the costume of who she is.











Dome
 
for Masud


Dates never change
on the calendar of faith
 



but light and wind are playing tricks
with the past.




Words split like isotopes
in this peacetime landscape
 



of abandoned courtyards, empty cradles,
withered gardens, broken roofs.




Only the madman, in his garland of dried flowers,
has the right of passage here
 



and the blind beggar who recollects nothing
except the spider ticking in his wired skull.




For a second, between two versions
of an echo, the past doesn’t happen:




the dome remains, a roc’s egg
veined blue, shelled by wind.




Confess
to no crime of identity.




Wait until the guillotine falls
in the vast silence of the heart.











Café Monsoon


The clouds are his dominion: he’s been charting
the monsoon’s course this evening, scanning deserts,
pinning oases to the tablecloth, his compasses linked
to his nerves, to the winds outside.
Behind its double panes, the room is proof
against squalls and dust devils.




Weather striates the carpet: humid reds purl
through gritty blues. He shades his eyes
against thigh-bones bleaching in sand,
small monuments he measures, bending to catch
their music, far tremors of an absent sea.
And he must hurry, this is no place

 


for the slow salt statue he’s become.




He flees the restaurant’s humming chill,
the outside blinds him with sudden warmth:
he’s stalled, stonewalled by water
running down his forehead;
two kidneys of steam
frost his glasses. He rubs at each lens
 



but cannot clear the dripping lawn
that’s occupied his eyes this rain-dark night.
He trains himself on loping shadows
that close in, then snap out of reach.
His mind is sharp
but rain and the night are sharper still:




his footsteps are shaky, the landscape indelible.











The Sword-maker’s Lullaby for the Infant Prince


The new sword recalls no blood,
the old sword tastes again
the wheeling seasons of slaughter:
horse’s neigh, falcon’s cry, men crashing
into ditches, arrows in their throats,
heads rolling downhill on streams
of flies, helmets catching the noon-glint,
hedges of blade-glare, mowing, hacked.




Old steel is best: hilt firm, fire-honed edge.
It slashes through the honeycomb fabric
of treaties and intrigues, dresses the torn flesh
to sing in mummers’ tales.
Cunning as poets, the oldest swords can drowse
on your walls, but roused, will recite
the butchers’ anthems burred beneath our tongues:
yes, even yours, little boy among the dreaming spaniels.











Long-distance Call


It’s raining in my sleep when the telephone rings.
The wire crackles and there’s your voice
at my ear, clear in my misted hand.




A satellite bounces our words from orbit to orbit
as we spin. I’ve woken up as mortal
as when I slept; you, call made, slip into bed.




Our cities are our cells, our case and tense,
local time the text we’re fated to read;
but between the snatches of news we exchange
 



the earth’s been well thumbed.











Paete, Laguna

for Patrick Flores
 
The carver? You mean the Redeemer’s right-hand man. Not a merchant of torsos, hardly that. More like a surgeon, I’d say. He’s studied the lesions of hate, greed’s eczemas, and does sutures if you repent. That’s the Virgin waiting for her diademed head, and those three saints, baby-naked, should soon be wrapped in satin. He’s walking among them, sawdust in his hair, checking lathes, gouges. His nails drive deep into wood made flesh.

He’s handing out scripts to angels, taking them through their paces from raw prototype to flight model. Innocent of paint, gilt, lace and haloes, his martyrs grieve and lust as common clay. He’s crafty. He won’t save them from what awaits: bonded to their slaves, they’ll stand for ever in a chapel or cathedral, piety’s gardeners, wielding instruments of healing and devious hurt.

He counts out the weeks in bruised fingers, wax plugs, lacquer skins, ivory pendants, turning these prayer-soiled bodies, these impious arks of lovesong and lament, into sovereign powers that arbitrate between men and their fate, guard their journeys. Even he, their carver, prays to them: that’s rough water he must cross, its black islands rippling, gleaming like the humps of rutting bulls, and he must swim it in the long fall of light parsed with the raining shadows of gulls. He kneels to the powers he’s brought into the world of sweat and strained muscle: they deflect the bullet from his heart, lift the crumpled shroud of night from his face.

They’re heavier-than-air now, heavier than the kamikaze crows diving in squadrons towards the lake, pecking at the afternoon trawled up in a net of smog. They can depress the earth with their footsteps. They can glide through bolted doors and wall-eyed windows that stare from cracked facades, fly to console those who kneel and confess, begging to be redeemed, to be hatched again, preferably from a golden egg. Tactful parents, they can watch over children who hunt rebels in southern jungles, blow up citadels, hurl grenades in such fast motion that you cannot tell whose side they’re on, whose cause they’ll die for.

Shooting is believing, any moving target promises salvation. They trade binocs for AK-47s, these children watched over by saints, aim rockets at tank convoys and helicopters, take a break from their monitors to spit out wads of gum, spent magazines. Does Counter Strike wake the saints to martial visions? Do they grunt, curse, bellow in their cerulean dreams? Riding in carriages, their wheels squelching through blood, do they direct parades to church, alighting to the beat of snare drums, climbing to their high niches, receiving tributes of hymn and penance?

Outside the church, it’s raining shadows: the gulls are homing, their parole withdrawn by night’s magistracy. The saints play the flickering game of shadow and candlelight in the nave. Only their eyes are real, the eyes of children sparkling in wooden masks. The saints have annulled the seasons this evening: news of conquest and massacre is not whispered, the choir sings heaven’s praises undiluted, the morning shall be laid white as a tablecloth. Redemption is a fine red stroke petering into misty skyline.

Their pasts are safe with their maker, and their dreams: he’s put them away with his tools before shaving, bathing, choosing a starched new shirt for Mass. Night scares him, but with sun in the windows, he’s a relaxed connoisseur, cherishing the crooked timber of humanity, the regularities of the misshapen day.










The Orientalist


He went back to drafting policies of state
but never forgot the courtesan in the Sanskrit play.




She wrote him letters on pages folded
in triangles like betel leaves
 



but did not wait for the beloved and spring;
creepers soothed her, her lamp-lit hours passed

 


among the scented shadows of lovers.











Quietus


Silence is clean, a frigate leaving a harbour
with no siren wailing.




Silence is a tureen that needs no scouring
for the last stains of grammar.




Silence is fire,
a threat with no reprieve.




Silence is a panther
that stalks us through jade eyes.











The Interpreter


He receives no mail, leaves no forwarding address;
without passport or destination,
catches flights at deserted airstrips.




He interprets signs that no one cares for
any more; chases after the receding horizons
of the world that used to be home.




His hands tremble, his shoes are scuffed,
his mind divided into zones
of unexploded shells.




One day he will forget the passwords:
trapdoors will yawn between his nouns
and the things they named.











Returning Native


In dreams, his feet crunch on a carpet of pine acorns,
his nostrils flare with the leopard’s fetid breath.




He hasn’t forgotten the khansama’s stuffed capsicums,
the quilted pulaos and dagger chillies.




His tongue furred with patois lessons,
he walks on the beach, once again

 


a rusted child reciting from a primer,
wondering what damsons are
and what words like asphodel mean.




*

The words no longer fit his tongue:
the vowels hurt, the syllables clog
his mouth. He has been too long away.




He says Ruh, meaning stillness;
the men sharing his table hear ruh,
meaning soul. Is this the mutant’s fate?




When I speak, they picture another script,
and answer, not me, but the thought of me,
he complains to the lanes and fountains he knew.




His exclamations fade to blue
in the summer glare.
The street-signs are written
in another colour.











The Advent af Birds

for Vivek Narayanan


Gravity was faith, till the mirroring water broke
and they found themselves sibyls, suddenly afloat
without reflections, the ground cut clean away.




They gagged when they tasted the strident cries
escaping their hacksaw beaks like prey
too quick for dull reflexes.
They couldn’t furl back the downy limbs
that thrust from their shoulders, or bite off the spurs
that forked from the webs they’d known for feet.
And as they grew dizzy, pitched forward and spun
above the void, not falling but trapped in fall,
talons, sprung from their terror, struck out and rent
the curdled shell that globed them, the broken-watered sky.




They cry out in the dead winter of my sleep:
refugees, ancestors.











Travelling through Glass on a Cold Day


Huddled in our soft black chairs, we talk,
our backdrop a sky wet-brushed with cloud.
On a cold day like this
when, lions, even you shiver,
the basic question is weather.




Behind us, as we talk, glass walls rise sheer,
showcasing the sky. Stand guard, lions,
for that wing shimmering gold
is more than a flash, more than the moment’s
reflected passage: it’s been foretold



 
that a detail, the merest blip
on the radar will shatter
these sheer walls wet-brushed with cloud.
Lions, as you prowl the dazed avenues at noon,
beware of the window being loaded on a cart.




Sun’s-fire-whitened, emptiness in air:
whoever looks through it is transported elsewhere,
a self that shimmers on the circling thermals
before it settles on a terrace or roof,
small as a peepal leaf that’s fallen in December



 
and stuck to the glass that two men are hauling
down the street, knuckles bled by rope,
with nothing to show for the pane they carry
like a solid, except that random smudge
of faded green, the merest blip
 



on the radar. As the sky falls, screen by screen,
somewhere, immune to the question of weather,
an unglazed window stands square as a proof
that walls are only easels, lions only statues
propped up by a self wet-brushed with cloud.











A View of the Lake

Villa Waldberta


The man in white stands back to survey the landscape:
snow-melt just where he wants it and the crystal lake
an eye widening in a forest of viridian strokes.
Careful visitor from another planet, he probes,
then trails his brush across the canvas, a lull
before the sharp cobalt flick that unites water
with heaven; steps closer, dabs
at the palette, brush lighter than before,
the tempo languid, the man hardly there
except for the hand weaving images of itself.




So to renounce speed is his explicit purpose:
laying his knife aside, the man scrapes colour
from his sleeves, rests his brush; a pause
for breath, then circles back the way he came,
thawing aquamarine, stripping coats of umber,
dissolving velvet greens and speckled reds
until the canvas is down to the primer,
buff once more and void of sign
except for graphite smudges to mark
where cloud-hidden peaks will rise.




In the failing light, he lets the figures grow
again, the mountains and thickets, the clutter
that signals where the slang of boat and pier
has ruptured the grammar of leaf and wave:
his strokes are discreet ampersands that keep
the broken sentences of the district together,
gestures that compose an air more rarefied, an earth
more dense, a light more piercing than any the vista
that’s squared in his picture window could offer.
He has the exquisite manners of a ghost




 trained in an older school of grace:
he does not remind the present of its failures
or, returning to these haunts of persistent desire,
play the loud impresario of the prospect.
No, he calculates differently: the high, clear flute
tuned from the whistling breath of children lost
among the pines, the icon coaxed from dripping wax,
the reason distilled by the lame dancer
balancing on the wine-press of thought,
form his reward. He defers his signature for later.











Vigil


Lover, listening at the keyhole,
married to a whisper on the phone,
the rustle of a dress.




How many rivals he has shot
across the hedges
of sleepless nights.




Hiding behind the arabesques
of the mirror, scarf knotted tight
as his breath, conspirator.











Breakfast, Interrupted by Apocalypse


The rocking-horse is a carrier
of early light.




The pucker at one end of the orange
is the north pole.




A headwind rushes the roof-tree,
the walls knuckle down.




The hills fall away
like crusts cut from bread.




And then, as the world comes to an end
around them, those who want to stay
 



turn back to where it all started:
crashing trees, burning hedges,




cottages going up in fireballs,
the credits rolling.











The Philosopher of the Early Hours


At 3:30, these claustral fears bind me to a chair:
the fear of being sealed in a windowless cell,
the judges shot, the warders fled; of having my eyes
gouged out, darkness branded deep
into my brain and my tongue,
only my bitter tongue
spared to remember.
I’m coming apart, my unholy halves tearing
one from another in their common waste:
by day, a pope shrivelling in an airtight cage,
his words, aspirins past their sell-by date;
by night, a panther stumbling in thickets where once
he’d plunged like black lightning.











Colours far a Landscape Held Captive

in memoriam: Agha Shahid Ali (1949–2001)


They never knew you, who only recall
your smashed golds and broken reds:
those flashing conceits, tropes of a night too dark
to spell out by the fading glow of words;
those surfaces that melted as you spoke,
laying bare depths in which we’d drown
without a pilot’s full-throated voice
to bridge us to land. And as you sang,
a starburst of paisley moths lit up
our eyes behind closed eyelids, dark cells
unlit by thought of such a dawn.




You never meant to trap us in that country
without a post office, where boatmen and saints
trade stories to while away the days
of khaki captivity. No, Beloved Witness,
these were signposts you’d sketched
at the lake’s treacherous edge, to break our fall
as we hurtled down the foothills of policy.
No, your smashed golds and broken reds
were never laments: not yesterday’s colours
but tomorrow’s, they summon us to hope.
They never knew you, who only recall.











Fugue


Roots. Routes? Coracle. Oracle.
A dry pasture. Goats. Oatmeal. Bridge.
Or ridge? Or turnip? Urn. Lip. Loose. Use?
Marvellous, isn’t it, the way words unravel,
Tin Man and Lion Man? Airstrip. Strait.
Lateen sail. Dhow! Skein from skein, thread
unknotting from thread? Fissile articles.
Missiles. Parts of speech, neem leaves
in an amber jar in the kitchen.




Or vinegar? What am I smelling
between each syllable? Parsley? Thyme?
Simon and Garfunkel? Olive oil. Foil
for the oven. Cinnamon. Carrots. Fingers around a candle.
Candelabra! The skeins keep branching, ravelling,
unravelling, same thing isn’t it, drawing further and further
from what I meant? Gap.
Autocorrect. Alter Control Delete. Table of contents.
Right click. Wiped clean. Tabula rasa. You were saying?











Shore Leave


The sea floods your canals, heaves at your gates:
inside you, our child learns the sail-maker’s art.











Closing Act at the Old Theatre

in memoriam: Guru Dutt (1925–1964)


It might have been simpler to break a vase
or sift the alphabet on a credulous table,
but parlour games never featured too high
on his list: the playwright comes back
only to pursue an interrupted passion
for the study of curious physiognomies.




As in life, he stands tactfully aside
for the crowds that jostle to get their seats
in the theatre; he knows the plays backwards,
it’s the audience he’s returned to watch,
the same carnival that he loved to savour
from the safety of the dress circle.




He thinks he’s strong enough to withstand
the crush, and besides, he’s invisible;
but the revellers break like a hurricane
upon the house, a thousand throats crying
in the voices of strange animals driven
by fire or flood into the wrong country.




He cracks under their stampeding feet,
plaster moist with seepage, gutters sagging,
teak panels splintering, bay windows shattering,
worm-eaten timbers crashing to the floor.
His words, when they come, are a cascade,
the sound of stones rasping on stones.











Circa


The archivist returns to the earliest drafts
of the master’s poems, folded away
between the pages of old notebooks:
it’s like carbon-dating a few fine bones
buried in an avalanche of conceits.











Philoctetes Curses His Tormentors


Because I could not stanch the pus from this burning wound,
you marooned me. I was a hazard to the ship, you said,
that rag-sailed hulk with its rotten timbers.
Anyway, I rolled with the wave
and what do you know, Philoctetes held out:
there were wildfowl to shoot and berries to eat.
The bow was the one stringed instrument
I heard on this island: I made that music, harping
till my fingers bled. It kept me going ten years
and today, I’ll stroll down to the beach
to trawl your wreckage from the shadow of the reef,
fish your corpses from the combers.











Padlock


Returning, I stop up your door
with my sprung shadow,
a futile padlock
marking a disputed border.




Why speculate? I dodge
the light spittle of rain. There’s
a stubble of rust on the iron key
left out on the garden table.











South


Closing the gap to your streaming hair my arms
stretch across the white lightning-hit air.
Through split trees, spit-ripped rivers,
I wade ashore, come south to find



 
your trail dried. Sweat pricks like rust
in my pores. The spade offers its testimony:
a memory of desert agaves
knocking at childhood’s door
 



with the sharpened shafts of shadows.











The Surveyor’s Camplaint


What is land but the wry code left to be broken
at the map’s edge, a challenge deferred
to another day’s work in mist and rain,
or left to bleach through a summer of trumpets,
a dream lost to measurement, found again
in heavy leaves, fallen like keys on the doorstep?




My fear of houses is about leaving:
the shutting of doors, the creaking of hinges,
the fastening of bolts, the snapping of latches,
pausing at the step before taking a train,
moving on. My fear of houses
is about folding places up, putting them away.




In a province not my own, my gifts begin to work:
tractor, cloud, bridge across the river
activated by degrees; slurry pouring into sinks
from which houses should grow; oranges
gathered and heaped up. The landscape itself,
like a stalled engine, growling to life.











Stonecutter


He’d tracked tigers through the foothills,
carved an alphabet in rock, man-spoor
that wanted for voices to sing it.
Alone, in his eightieth year, he chipped
a last petal from the rose of silence
 



and checked it for blemishes or veins
before wrapping up his tools in oilcloth:
the chisel a patient opener of graves,
the mallet used to absences as complete
as rain gone missing in the desert.




He buried his phrasebook, muffled the last echoes
of common speech, then locked his breath,
escaped the shutdown of the senses,
all colours narrowing to black.
He had decades to go
 



on the road with that last petal
chipped from the rose of silence,
his fingers drumming on his tool-kit,
sketching shapes in the parched air.
He knew, he knows he must finish
 



with his last breath that winged statue.











Annatatian ta the Ustad’s Treasury af Verses

for Jürgen Br�ôcan


No poems, really, from the Ustad’s middle period.
Just a few notations he’d left to brew.
Her ivory comb. A strand of wool torn free
by a trailing fingernail, redder than any gulmohur.
Jade bowls standing on a smoke-blackened shelf.
In the window, the river’s spilt silver.
A tortoiseshell cat playing on the doorstep.
And, cancelled in a rage of strokes,
the grey-eyed sitarist drowning, out of earshot.




Just this broken song, suggesting he had chosen
to tarnish his rhymes with a warmer breath
than the court would permit. He sings
of his draggled woollen coat, his winters
spent in a potter’s kiln, roofed in colour
by fickle skies, the river a shrivelled skin of ice,
the wildcat his one companion, the drum and blast
of rain his only music: he’s begun, already, to hear
the perfect cadence beaten on the heart’s shattered anvil.











Footage for a Trance

 for Shuddhabrata Sengupta


The hours stop in my veins.
Evening falls, a spotted tissue
draped across dayglo streets.




The clocks go on marking
the time in another city




 where the trains still run,
taking people home.




*

Over my shoulder, I see my country vanish
in a long unfurling of cornflower-blue sky.
My limbs are clear as glass.




The wind grazes my shoulders,
the animal buried in my voice
wakes up and growls.




Where I am is a boat without a pilot,
sculling through cold water.




*

Start again. There is no safety in numbers.
The sixty-four saints stand paralysed
in the authorized version of the legend.
No footnote explains the hunting songs
or the red skein curling downhill
in place of the river.




Script thrown away, I’m on my own.
The detectives will find me
when a rainbow prints itself
on the litmus sky at noon.
I clear my throat,
the movie stops.




*

The hours have stopped in my veins
but late-night travellers still rush past me,
through me, to reach the midnight express.
My country’s been swallowed
by a sky darkening to cloud and sleep.




The sixty-four saints have formed a caucus
of havoc birds, the rainbow is a stanza
they refuse to sing. Close to the tympanum,
the horseshoe weather taps cryptic clues.
On every clock-face,
the hour hand and the minute hand
go on mating.




*

Wakeful, all eye, the havoc birds read
the scroll of earth unfolding,
every fleck a signal:
prey, home, danger,
hiding-place.
From a great height, each bird watches
its shadow falling
to its death.




*

I vanish, again, in the darkroom.
A lamp exposes
my heirloom bones.




On a park bench,
a gardener finds a surplice,
drooping, ravelled at the seams:




my skin, abandoned in flight.











Corpus


He hissed a quick breath in my ear:
cradle knowledge, farewell wish.
The world welled up in my eyes.
Deaf to the fall of colour,
the hangman stuffed my fists
with newspaper cuttings.




*

Ripped open, the body that I loved, ripped open:
no simple mirror, nor mind’s projection,
it struck down my reasons with sudden fevers
no thermometer could gauge, no drug restrict.
I leave it on this slab, cast-off shape,
marionette for rubber-gloved hands.




*

The image is a trauma
buried deep inside this animal
splayed on a zinc-topped gurney,
moulting, blood’s debt left unpaid.
Go, taxidermist,
cut through fur to the bone.











Poste Restante


Instead of addresses, the postman finds
a child pumping a thirsty hydrant,
and a barber’s throne, twisted by fire,
marooned in a side-street;
to the north, a dented milk churn
sits across the road from an upset pannier,
buns scattered; past the traffic island,
a leather suitcase, handle wrenched off;
to the south, a public library,
stack on stack of carbon ghosts.
The letters fall from his hands
like homeless prayers.











At the Ferry Wharf

Mandovi

I


Like animals in a sanctuary, images survive
in the eye, outliving pogroms and inquisitions,
falling prey to occasional poachers
but otherwise beyond extinction.
Take the bridge that once spanned this river:
I could see it if I stood here, where the tawny sand
meets the waves crumpling at the burr-tufted feet
of the casuarinas. I step on the wharf,
expecting the chug-chug-chug of a motor on the surf
and the bobbing of a cabin shackled to the shore,
the shell of an ironworks barge
that sank forty years ago.




Now that the bridge has fallen, the salvage crews
have trawled stories of barrage, sluice and waterfall
that the engineers could never have heard:
how could their soundings have detected
the drizzle of aboli around ruined chapels
in the night, the sharp fragrance of tulsi
around brick columns, from basil roots
buried under the whitewashed cross?
Or the shadow of palms by the river, lime-green
prototype of eternity, the sleep no one survives.
I’m crossing the river. I don’t know the way
or what awaits us on the other bank.




Laterite blocks on fire in the sun, the dust
a red stain no soap can remove from the white
of refugees’ clothes. No architect could draft
this home again on his pencilled board:
our phrases change colour, melting to riffs
on the master tongue of time,
which changes its tune when it crosses the river.
Where I sit, in this quietus of catamarans,
a man could drown, split keel-wise
on a coral reef. But his stories will keep
until, astride the foaming lions of their office,
the predator-judges of Revelation stir out.




II

I came prospecting for emeralds and found a slave economy
of stone heads dangling from temple gateways:
relics of trussed victims, sandalpaste-smeared,
appointed sentries to the monarchs of heaven
when Mangesha and Shantadurga came down,
bejewelled expatriates from the mountains.
Then the Portuguese caravels made landfall
and the crucifix, ivory against the candlegrease,
took them for its sextons.
Under the fumbling thumbscrews of aspirant saints,
the river, like its gods, switched sides again:




it lapped up the susurrants of a convert’s parlance
but the bonemeal of old poetry sticks in its craw.
The river is a commissar of memory:
it empties a flagon of red, mine-blasted earth,
wolfing down cargoes that arrive
from inland seas whose ebb and flow
the scan-lines of the satellite probe
cannot arrest. That is the river I must cross:
my boatman reluctant, his passengers
a madman, a surveyor and a priest;
a brief crossing their dream, but sliced moons lie
scattered on the rucked iodine tide like scimitars.




III

I’ve thrown my atlas away, dragooned borders, built
railheads on the route back. I’ve surrendered
to a periodic table that baffled me as a child.
Summoned as sacrifice, nailed to all I recall
with slivers of the rawest mango steeped in brine,
I counter the crossing with surmise that
the lantern sun will let me slip
into this water that remembers only 
darkness after darkness and hoards the light
far below the diver’s reach, this water that drowns us
to redeem us, carries us away
and brings us back, but never whole.




Fixed between a palmyra barricade
and the heaped green tide, I wait for the smells
of pickled fish and oil-troughed wave.
Diesel fumes suffocate the landing. The drumbeat
of boiler and rail takes over.
As I step aboard,
river, pier and fishing village
dissolve in the stern, machine-tooled music
and the boat stands shaking like some beast
panting from the jungle’s ferocities.
I hear its engine throb and stall
like a lover’s candled heart.
A gull circles above the squall and hull-thump
of a motor that’s gunning to move but can’t
and I grip the shuddering wheel of this ferry
that is not there.












Canticle for Tomorrow

after Lal Ded


Lynx-eyed, play blind.
Prick-eared, be deaf.
Polished, lie dull
among the dull.
Survive.
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