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TO LOUISE CRANE 



Omissions are not accidents. 

M.M. 
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I. Collected Poems (1951) 



TO MARY WARNER MOORE (1862-1947) 



SELECTED POEMS (1935) 



THE STEEPLE-JACK 

Revised, 1961 

Durer would have seen a reason for living 
in a town like this, with eight stranded whales 

to look at; with the sweet sea air coming into your house 
on a fine day, from water etched 

with waves as formal as the scales 
on a fish. 

One by one in two's and three's, the seagulls keep 
flying back and forth over the town clock, 

or sailing around the lighthouse without moving their wings
rising steadily with a slight 

quiver of the body-or flock 
mewing where 

a sea the purple of the peacock's neck is 
paled to greenish azure as Durer changed 

the pine green of the Tyrol to peacock blue and guinea 
gray. You can see a twenty-five-

pound lobster; and fish nets arranged 
to dry. The 

whirlwind fife-and-drum of the storm bends the salt 
marsh grass, disturbs stars in the sky and the 

star on the steeple; it is a privilege to see so 
much confusion. Disguised by what 

might seem the opposite, the sea-
side flowers and 

trees are favored by the fog so that you have 
the tropics at first hand: the trumpet vine, 

foxglove, giant snapdragon, a salpiglossis that has 



spots and stripes; morning-glories, gourds, 
or moon-vines trained on fishing twine 

at the back door: 

cattails, flags, blueberries and spiderwort, 
striped grass, lichens, sunflowers, asters, daisies-

yellow and crab-claw ragged sailors with green bracts-toad-plant, 
petunias, ferns; pink lilies, blue 

ones, tigers; poppies; black sweet-peas. 
The climate 

is not right for the banyan, frangipani, or 
jack-fruit trees; or for exotic serpent 

life. Ring lizard and snakeskin for the foot, if you see fit; 
but here they've cats, not cobras, to 

keep down the rats. The diffident 
little newt 

with white pin-dots on black horizontal spaced-
out bands lives here; yet there is nothing that 

ambition can buy or take away. The college student 
named Ambrose sits on the hillside 

with his not-native books and hat 
and sees boats 

at sea progress white and rigid as if in 
a groove. Liking an elegance of which 

the source is not bravado, he knows by heart the antique 
sugar-bowl shaped summerhouse of 

interlacing slats, and the pitch 
of the church 

spire, not true, from which a man in scarlet lets 
down a rope as a spider spins a thread; 

he might be part of a novel, but on the sidewalk a 
sign says C. J. Poole, Steeple Jack, 



in black and white; and one in red 
and white says 

Danger. The church portico has'four fluted 
columns, each a single piece of stone, made 

modester by whitewash, This would be a fit haven for 
waifs, children, animals, prisoners, 

and presidents who have repaid 
sin-driven 

senators by not thinking about them. The 
place has a schoolhouse, a post-offlce in a 

store, flsh-houses, hen-houses, a three-masted 
schooner on 

the stocks. The hero, the student, 
the steeple jack, each in his way, 

is at home. 

It could not be dangerous to be living 
in a town like this, of simple people, 

who have a steeple-jack placing danger signs by the church 
while he is gilding the solid-

pointed star, which on a steeple 
stands for hope. 



THE HERO 

Where there is personal liking we go. 
Where the ground is sour; where there are 
weeds of beanstalk height, 
snakes' hypodermic teeth, or 
the wind brings the "scarebabe voice" 
from the neglected yew set with 
the semiprecious cat's eyes of the owl-

awake, asleep, "raised ears extended to fine points," and so 
on-love won't grow. 

We do not like some things, and the hero 
doesn't; deviating headstones 
and uncertainty; 
going where one does not wish 
to go; suffering and not 
saying so; standing and listening where something 
is hiding. The hero shrinks 

as what it is flies out on muffled wings, with twin yellow 
eyes-to and fro-

with quavering water-whistle note, low, 
high, in basso-falsetto chirps 
until the skin creeps. 
Jacob when a-dying, asked 
Joseph: Who are these? and blessed 
both sons, the younger most, vexing Joseph. And 
Joseph was vexing to some. 

Cincinnatus was; Regulus; and some of our fellow 
men have been, although devout, 

like Pilgrim having to go slow 
to find his roll; tired but hopeful
hope not being hope 



until all ground for hope has 
vanished; and lenient, looking 
upon a fellow creature's error with the 
feelings of a mother- a 

woman or a cat. The decorous frock-coated Negro 
by the grotto 

answers the fearless sightseeing hobo 
who asks the man she's with, what's this, 
what's that, where's Martha 
buried, "Gen-ral Washington 
there; his lady, here"; speaking 
as if in a play-not seeing her; with a 
sense of human dignity 

and reverence for mystery, standing like the shadow 
of the willow. 

Moses would not be grandson to Pharaoh. 
It is not what I eat that is 
my natural meat, 
the hero says. He's not out 
seeing a sight but the rock 
crystal thing to see-the startling EI Greco 
brimming with inner light-that 

covets nothing that it has let go. This then you may know 
as the hero. 



THE JERBOA 

Too Much 

A Roman had an 
artist, a freedman, 

contrive a cone-pine cone 
or fir cone-with holes for a fountain. Placed on 

the Prison of St. Angelo, this cone 
of the Pompeys which is known 

now as the Popes', passed 
for art. A huge cast 

bronze, dwarfmg the peacock 
statue in the garden of the Vatican, 

it looks like a work of art made to give 
to a Pompey, or native 

of Thebes. Others could 
build, and understood 

making colossi and 
how to use slaves, and kept crocodiles and put 

baboons on the necks of giraffes to pick 
fruit, and used serpent magIc. 

They had their men tie 
hippopotami 

and bring out dappled dog-
cats to course antelopes, dikdik, and ibex; 

or used small eagles. They looked on as theirs, 
impalas and onigers, 

the wild ostrich herd 
with hard feet and bird 

necks rearing back in the 



dust like a serpent preparing to strike, cranes, 
mongooses, storks, anoas, Nile geese; 
and there were gardens for these-

combining planes, dates, 
limes, and pomegranates, 

in avenues-with square 
pools of pink flowers, tame fish, and small frogs. Besides 

yarns dyed with indigo, and red cotton, 
they had a flax which they spun 

into fme linen 
cordage for yachtsmen. 

These people liked small things; 
they gave to boys little paired playthings such as 

nests of eggs, ichneumon and snake, paddle 
and raft, badger and camel; 

and made toys for them
selves: the royal totem; 

and toilet boxes marked 
with the contents. Lords and ladies put goose-grease 

paint in round bone boxes-the pivoting 
lid incised with a duck-wing 

or reverted duck
head; kept in a buck 

or rhinoceros horn, 
the ground horn; and locust oil in stone locusts. 

It was a picture with a fine distance; 
of drought, and of assistance 

in time, from the Nile 
rising slowly, while 

the pig-tailed monkey on 
slab hands, with arched-up slack-slung gait, and the brown 



dandy looked at the jasmine two-leafed twig 
and bud, cactus pads, and fig. 

Dwarfs here and there, lent 
to an evident 

poetry of frog grays, 
duck-egg greens, and eggplant blues, a fantasy 

and a verisimilitude that were 
right to those with, everywhere, 

power over the poor. 
T.he bees' food is your 

food. Those who tended flower-
beds and stables were like the king's cane in the 

form of a hana, or the folding bedroom 
made for his mother of whom 

he was fond. Princes 
clad in queens' dresses, 

calla or petunia 
white, that trembled at the edge, and queens in a 

king's underskirt of fine-twilled thread like silk
worm gut, as bee-man and milk-

maid, kept divine cows 
and bees; limestone brows, 

and gold-foil wings. They made 
basalt serpents and portraits of beetles; the 

king gave his name to them and he was named 
for them. He feared snakes, and tamed 

Pharaoh's rat, the rust
backed mongoose. No bust 

of it was made, but there 
was pleasure for the rat. Its restlessness was 



its excellence; it was praised for its wit; 
and the jerboa, like it, 

a small desert rat, 
and not famous, that 

lives without water, has 
happiness. Abroad seeking food, or at home 

in its burrow, the Sahara fieldmouse 
has a shining silver house 

of sand. 0 rest and 
joy, the boundless sand, 

the stupendous sandspout, 
no water, no palm trees, no ivory bed, 

tiny cactus; but one would not be he 
who has nothing but plenty. 

Abundance 

Africanus meant 
the conqueror sent 

from Rome. It should mean the 
untouched: the sand-brown jumping-rat-free-born; and 

the blacks, that choice race with an elegance 
ignored by one's ignorance. 

Part terrestrial, 
and part celestial, 

Jacob saw, cudgel staff 
in claw hand-steps of air and air angels; his 

friends were the stones. The translucent mistake 
of the desert, does not make 

hardship for one who 
can rest and then do 



the opposite-launching 
as if on wings, from its match-thin hind legs, in 

daytime or at night; with the tail as a weight, 
undulated out by speed, straight. 

Looked at by daylight, 
the underside's white, 

though the fur on the back 
is buff-brown like the breast of the fawn-breasted 

bower-bird. It hops like the fawn-breast, but has 
chipmunk contours-perceived as 

it turns its bird head
the nap directed 

neatly back and blending 
with the ear which reiterates the slimness 

of the body. The fine hairs on the tail, 
repeating the other pale 

markings, lengthen until 
at the tip they fill 

out in a tuft-black and 
white; strange detail of the simplified creature, 

fish-shaped and silvered to steel by the force 
of the large desert moon. Course 

the jerboa, or 
plunder its food store, 

and you will be cursed. It 
honors the sand by assuming its color; 

closed upper paws seeming one with the fur 
in its flight from a danger. 

By fifths and sevenths, 
in leaps of two lengths, 

like the uneven notes 



of the Bedouin flute, it stops its gleaning 
on little wheel castors, and makes fern-seed 
footprints with kangaroo speed. 

Its leaps should be set 
to the flageolet; 

pillar body erect 
on a three-cornered smooth-working Chippendale 

claw-propped on hind legs, and tail as third toe, 
between leaps to its burrow. 



CAMELLIA SABINA 

and the Bordeaux plum 
from Marmande (France) in parenthesis with 
A.G. on the base of the jar-Alexis Godillot
unevenly blown beside a bubble that 
is green when held up to the light; they 
are a fine duet; the screw-top 

for this graft-grown briar-black bloom 
on blackthorn pigeon's-blood, 

is, like Certosa, sealed with foil. Appropriate custom. 

And they keep under 
glass also, camellias catalogued by 
lines across the leaf. The French are a cruel race-willing 
to squeeze the diner's cucumber or broil a 
meal on vine shoots. Gloria mundi 
with a leaf two inches, nine lines 

broad, they have; and the smaller, 
Camellia Sabina 

with amanita-white petals; there are several of her 

pale pinwheels, and pale 
stripe that looks as if on a mushroom the 
sliver from a beetroot carved into a rose were laid. "Dry 
the windows with a cloth fastened to a staff. 
In the camellia-house there must be 
no smoke from the stove, or dew on 

the windows, lest the plants ail," 
the amateur is told; 

"mistakes are irreparable and nothing will avail." 

A scentless nosegay 
is thus formed in the midst of the bouquet 



from bottles, casks and corks, for sixty-four million red wines 
and twenty million white, which Bordeaux merchants 
and lawyers "have spent a great deal of 
trouble" to select, from what was 

and what was not Bordeaux. A 
food grape, however- "born 

of nature and of art" -is true ground for the grape holiday. 

The food of a wild 
mouse in some countries is wild parsnip- sunflower- or 
morning-glory-seed, with an occasional 
grape. Underneath the vines of the Bolzano 
grape of Italy, the Prince of Tails 
might stroll. Does yonder mouse with a 

grape in its hand and its child 
in its mouth, not portray 

the Spanish fleece suspended by the neck? In that well-piled 

larder above your 
head, the picture of what you will eat is 
looked at from the end of the avenue. The wire cage is 
locked, but by bending down and studying the 
roof, it is possible to see the 
pantomime of Persian thought: the 

gilded, too tight un demure 
coat of gems unruined 

by the rain-each small pebble of jade that refused to mature, 

plucked delicately 
off. Off jewelry not meant to keep Tom 
Thumb, the cavalry cadet, on his Italian upland 
meadow mouse, from looking at the grapes beneath 
the interrupted light from them, and 
dashing round the concours hippique 

of the tent, in a flurry 



of eels, scallops, serpents, 
and other shadows from the blue of the green canopy. 

The wine cellar? No, 
it accomplishes nothing and makes the 
soul heavy. The gleaning is more than the vintage, though the 
history de La Vzgne et du vin has placed a 
mirabelle in the bibLLOtheque 
u.nique depuis seventeen-ninety-seven. 

(Close the window, 
says the Abbe Berlese, 

for Sabina born under glass.) 0 generous Bolzano! 



NO SWAN SO FINE 

"No water so still as the 
dead fountains of Versailles." No swan, 

with swart blind look askance 
and gondoliermg legs, so fme 

as the chintz chma one with fawn
brown eyes and toothed gold 
collar on to show whose bird it was. 

Lodged in the Louis Fifteenth 
candelabrum-tree of cockscomb

tinted buttons, dahlias, 
sea urchins, and everlastings, 

it perches on the branching foam 
of polished sculptured 
flowers-at ease and tall. The king is dead. 



THE PL UMET BASILISK 

In Costa Rlca 

In blazing driftwood 
the green keeps showing at the same place; 

as, intermittently, the flre Qpal shQWS blue and green. 
In CQsta Rica the true Chinese lizard face 

is fQund, of the amphibIOus falling dragon, the living firewQrk. 

He leaps and meets his 
likeness in the stream and, king with king, 

helped by his three-part plume alQng the back, runs Qn twO. legs, 
tail dragging; faints uPQn the air; then with a spring 

dives to' the stream bed, hiding as the chieftain with gQld bQdy 
hid in 

Guatavita Lake. 
He runs, he flies, he swims, to' get to' 

his basilica--"the ruler Qf Rivers, Lakes, and Seas, 
invisible Qr visible," with clQuds to' do. 

as bid-and can be "IQng Qr shQrt, and also. CQarse Qr fine at 
pleasure." 

The Malay Dragon 

We have Qurs; and they 
have theirs. Ours has a skin feather crest; 

theirs has wings Qut frQm the waist which is snuff-brQwn Qr sallow. 
Ours falls frQm trees Qn water; theirs is the smallest 

drago.n that knQws hQW to. dive head first frQm a tree top to. SQme
thing dry. 

FIQating Qn spread ribs, 
the bQatlike bQdy settles Qn the 



clamshell-tinted spray sprung from the nutmeg tree-minute legs 
trailing half akimbo-the true divinity 

of Malay. Among unfragrant orchids, on the unnutritious nut-

tree, myristica 
fragrans, the harmless god spreads ribs that 

do not raise a hood. This is the serpent dove peculIar 
to the East; that lives as the butterfly or bat 

can, in a brood, conferring wings on what it grasps, as the air plant 
does. 

The Tuatera 

Elsewhere, sea lizards
congregated so there is not room 

to step, with tails laid crisscross, alligator style, among 
birds toddling in and out-are innocent of whom 

they neighbor. Bird-reptile social life is pleasing. The tuatera 

will tolerate a 
petrel in its den, and lays ten eggs 

or nine-the number laid by dragons since "a true dragon 
has nine sons." The frilled lizard, the kind with no legs, 

and the three-horned chameleon, are non-serious ones that take 
to flight 

if you do not. In 
Copenhagen the principal door 

of the bourse is roofed by two pairs of dragons standing on 
their heads-twirled by the architect-so that the four 

green tails conspiring upright, symbolize fourfold security. 

In Costa Rica 

now, where sapotans drop 
their nuts out on the stream, there is, as 



I have said, one of the quickest lizards in the world-the 
basilisk-that feeds on leaves and berries and has 

shade from palm vines, ferns, and peperonias; or lies basking on a 

horizontal branch 
from which sour-grass and orchlds sprout. If 

beset, he lets go, smites the water, and runs on it-a thing 
difficult for fingered feet. But when captured-stiff 

and somewhat heavy, like fresh putty on the hand-he is no longer 

the slight lizard that 
can stand in a receding flattened 

S-small, long and vertically serpentine or, sagging, 
span the bushes in a fox's bridge. Vines suspend 

the weight of his faint shadow fIxed on silk. 

As by a Chinese brush, eight green 
bands are painted on 

the tail-as piano keys are barred 
by flve black stripes across the white. This octave of faulty 

decorum hides the extraordinary lizard 
till nightfall, which is for man the basilisk whose look will kill; 

but is 

for lizards men can 
kill, the welcome dark-with galloped 

ground bass of the military drum, the squeak of bagpipes 
and of bats. Hollow whistled monkey notes disrupt 

the castanets. Taps from the back of the bow sound odd on last 
year's gourd, 

or when they touch the 
kettledrums-at which (for there's no light), 

a scared frog, screaming like a bird, leaps out from weeds in which 
it could have hid, with curves of the meteorite, 



wide water-bug strokes, 
in j er ks which express 
a regal and excellent awkwardness, 

the basilisk portrays 
mythology's wish 
to be interchangeably man and fIsh-

traveling rapidly upward, as 
spider-clawed fingers can twang the 
bass strings of the harp, and with steps 
as articulate, make then way 
back to retirement on strings that 
vibrate till the claws are spread flat. 

Among tightened wires, 
minute noises swell 
and change, as in the woods' acoustic shell 
they will, with trees as avenues of steel to veil 

black opal emerald opal 
emerald-the prompt-delayed loud
low chromatic listened-for down-
scale which Swinburne called in prose, the 
noiseless music that hangs about 
the serpept when it stirs or springs. 

No anonymous 
nightingale sings in a swamp, fed on 

sound from porcupine-quilled palm trees 
that rattle like the rain. This is our Tower-of-London 

jewel that the Spaniards failed to see, among the feather capes 

and hawk's-head moths and black-chinned 
hummingbirds; the innocent, rare, gold-



defending dragon that as you look begins to be a 
nervous naked sword on little feet, with threefold 

separate flame above the hilt, inhabiting 

fire eating into air. Thus nested 
in the phosphorescent alligator that copies each 

digression of the shape, he pants and settles-head 
up and eyes black as the molested bird's, with look of whetted 

fIerceness, 

in what is merely 
breathing and recoiling from the hand. 

Thinking himself hid among the yet unfound jade ax-heads, 
silver jaguars and bats, and amethysts and 

polished iron, gold in a ten-ton chain, and pearls the size of pigeon 
eggs, 

he is alive there 
in his basilisk cocoon beneath 

the one of living green; his quicksilver ferocity 
quenched in the rustle of his fall into the sheath 

which is the shattering sudden splash that marks his temporary 
loss. 



THE FRIGATE PELICAN 

Rapidly cruising or lying on the air there is n bird 
that realizes Rasselas's friend's project 
of wings uniting levity with strength. This 

hell-diver, frigate bird, hurricane-
bird; unless swift is the proper word 

for him, the storm omen when 
he flies close to the waves, should be seen 

fIshing, although oftener 
he appears to prefer 

to take, on the wing, from industrious crude-winged species, 
the fish they have caught, and IS seldom successless. 
A marvel of grace, no matter how fast his 

victim may fly or how often may 
turn. The others with similar ease, 

slowly rising once more, 
move out to the top 
of the circle and stop 

and blow back, allowing the wind to reverse their direction
unlike the more stalwart swan that can ferry the 
woodcutter's two children home. Make hay; keep 

the shop; I have one sheep; were a less 
limber animal's mottoes. This one 

finds sticks for the swan's-down dress 
of his child to rest upon and would 

not know Gretel from Hansel. 
As impassioned Handel-

neant for a lawyer and a masculine German domestic 
career-·clandestinely studied the harpsichord 
and never was known to have fallen in love, 

the unconfiding frigate bird hides 



in the height and In the majestic 
display of his art. He glides 

a hundred feet or quivers about 
as charred paper behaves-full 
of feints; and an eagle 

of vigilance .... Festma lellte. Be gay 
CIVIlly? How so? "If I do well I am blessed 
whether any bless me or not, and if I do 

ill I am cursed.' , We watch the moon rise 
on the Susquehanna. In his way, 

this most romantic bird flies 
to a more mundane place, the mangrove 

swamp to sleep. He wastes the moon. 
But he, and others, soon 

rise from the bough and though flying, are able to foil the tired 
moment of danger that lays on heart and lungs the 
weIght of the python that crushes to powder. 



THE BUFFALO 

Black in blazonry means 
prudence; and niger, unpropitious. Might 
hematite-

black, compactly incurved horns on bison 
have significance~ The 

soot-brown tail-tuft on 
a kind of lion 

tail; what would that express? 
And John Steuart Curry's Ajax pulling 
grass-no ring 

in his nose-two birds standing on the back~ 

The modern 
ox does not look like the Augsburg ox's 
portrait. Yes, 

the great extinct wild aurochs was a beast 
to paint, with stripe and six-

foot horn spread-decreased 
to Siamese-cat 

brown Swiss size or zebu-
shape, with white plush dewlap and warm-blooded 
hump; to red-

skinned Hereford or to piebald Holstein. Yet 
some would say the sparse-haired 

buffalo has met 
human notions best 

unlike the elephant, 
both jewel and jeweller in the hairs 
that he wears-



no white-nosed Vermont ox yoked with its twin 
to haul the maple sap, 

up to their knees in 
snow; no freakishly 

over-drove ox drawn by 
Rowlandson, but the Indian buffalo, 
albino-

footed, standing in a mud lake with a 
day's work to do. No white 

Christian heathen, way-
laid by the Buddha, 

serves him so well as the 
buffalo-as mettlesome as if check
reined-free neck 

stretching out, and snake tail in a half-twist 
on the flank; nor will so 

cheerfully assist 
the Sage sitting with 

feet at the same side, to 
dismount at the shrine; nor are there any 
ivory 

tusks like those two horns which when a tiger 
coughs, are lowered fiercely 

and convert the fur 
to harmless rubbish. 

The Indian buffalo, 
led by bare-legged herd-boys to a hay 
hut where they 

stable it, need not fear comparison 
with bison, with the twins, 

indeed with any 
of ox ancestry. 



NINE NECTARINES 

Arranged by two's as peaches are, 
at intervals that all may live-

eight and a single one, on twigs that 
grew the year before-they look like 

a derivative; 
although not uncommonly 

the opposite is seen-
nine peaches on a nectarine. 

Fuzzless through slender crescent leaves 
of green or blue or 
both, in the Chinese style, the four 

pairs' half-moon leaf-mosaic turns 
out to the sun the sprinkled blush 

of puce-American-Beauty pink 
applied to beeswax gray by the 

uninq uiring brush 
of mercantile bookbinding. 

Like the peach Yu, the red-
cheeked peach which cannot aid the dead, 

but eaten in time prevents death, 
the Italian 
peach nut, Persian plum, Ispahan 

secluded wall-grown nectarine, 
as wild spontaneous fruit was 

found in China first. But was it wild? 
Prudent de Candolle would not say. 

One perceives no flaws 
in this emblematic group 

of nine, with leaf window 
unq uilted by curculz'o 

which someone once depicted on 



this much-mended plate 
or in the also accurate 

unantlered moose or Iceland horse 
or ass asleep against the old 

thick, low-leaning nectarine that is the 
color of the shrub-tree's brownish 

flower. 

A Chinese "understands 
the spirit of the wilderness" 

and the nectarine-loving kylin 
of pony appearance- the long

tailed or the tmlless 
small cinnamon-brown, common 

camel-haired unicorn 
with antelope feet and no horn, 

here enameled on porcelain. 
It was a Chinese 
VII ho imagined this masterpiece. 



TO A PRIZE BIRD 

You suit me well; for you can make me laugh, 
nor are you blinded by the chaff 

that every wind sends spinning from the rick. 

You know to thmk, and what you think you speak 
with much of Samson's pride and bleak 

fmality; and none dare bid you stop. 

Pride sits you well, so strut, colossal bird. 
No barnyard makes you look absurd; 

your brazen claws are staunch against defeat. 



THE FISH 

wade 
through black jade. 

an 

Of the crow-blue mussel shells, one keeps 
adjusting the ash heaps; 

opening and shutting itself like 

injured fan. 
The barnacles which encrust the side 
of the wave, cannot hlde 

there for the submerged shafts of the 

sun, 
split like spun 

glass, move themselves with spotlight swiftness 
into the crevices-

in and out, illuminating 

the 
turquoise sea 

of bodies. The water drives a wedge 
of iron through the iron edge 

of the cliff; whereupon the stars, 

pink 
rice-grains, ink-

bespattered jellyfish, crabs like green 
lilies, and submarine 

toadstools, slide each on the other. 

All 
external 

marks of abuse are present on thls 



defiant edifice-
all the physical features of 

ac
cident-lack 

of cornice, dynamite grooves, burns, and 
hatchet strokes, these things stand 

out on it; the chasm side is 

dead. 
R.epeated 

evidence has proved that it can live 
on what can not revive 

its youth. The sea grows old in it. 



IN THIS AGE OF HARD TRYING, 

NONCHALANCE IS GOOD AND 

"really, it is not the 
business of the gods to bake clay pots." They (htl not 

do it in this instance. A few 
revolved upon the axes of their worth 

as if excessive popularity might be a pot; 

they did not venture the 
profession of humility. The polished wedge 

that might have split the firmament 
was dumb. At last it threw itself away 

and falling down, conferred on some poor fool, a privilege. 

"Taller by the length of 
a conversation of five hundred years than all 

the others," there was one whose tales 
of what could never have been actual-

were better than the haggish, uncompamonable drawl 

of certitude; his by-
play was more terrible in its effectiveness 

than the fiercest frontal attack. 
The staff, the bag, the feigned inconsequence 

of manner, best bespeak that weapon, self-protectiveness. 



TO STATECRAFT EMBALMED 

There is nothing to be said for you. Guard 
your secret. Conceal it under yOUl" hard 

plumage, necromancer. 
o 

bird, whose tents were "awmngs of Egyptian 
yarn," shall Justice' faint ZIgzag inscriptlOn

leaning like a dancer-
show 

the pulse of its once vivId sovereignty~ 
You say not, and transmigratmg from the 

sarcophagus, you wmd 
snow 

silence round us and with moribund talk, 
half limping and half ladyfiecl, you stalk 

about. Ibis, we fmd 
no 

virtue in you-alive and yet so dumb. 
Discreet behavior is not now the sum 

of statesmanlIke good sense. 
Though 

it were the incarnation of dead grace~ 
As if a death mask ever could replace 

life's faulty excellence I 
Slow 

to remark the steep, too strict proportion 
of your throne, you'll see the wrenched distortion 

of suicidal dreams 

go 
staggering toward itself and with its bill 
attack its own identity, until 

foe seems friend and friend seems 
foe. 



POETRY 

I, too, dislike it. 
Reading it, however, with a perfect contempt for it, one dis

covers in 
it, after all, a place for the genuine. 



PEDANTIC LITERALIST 

Prince H.upert's drop, paper muslin ghost, 
white torch-"with power to say unkind 

things with kindness, and the most 
irritating things in the midst of love and 

tears," you invite destruction. 

You are like the meditative man 
with the perfunctory heart; its 

carved cordiality ran 
to and fro at hrst like an inlaid and royal 

immutable production; 

then afterward "neglected to be 
painful, deluding him with 

loitering formality," 
"doing its duty as if it did it not," 

presenting an obstruction 

to the motive that it served. What stood 
erect in you has withered. A 

little "palm tree of turned wood" 
informs your once spontaneous core in it.'l 

immutable production. 



CRITICS AND CONNOISSEURS 

There IS a great amount of poetry in unconscious 
fastidiousness. Certain Mmg 

products, imperial floor coverings of coach-
wheel yellow, are well enough in their way but I have seen 

something 
that I like better-a 

mere childish attempt to make an imperfectly bal
lasted animal stand up, 

similar determination to make a pup 
eat his meat from the plate. 

I remember a swan under the willows in Oxford, 
with flamingo-colored, maple-

leaflike feet. It reconnoitered like a battle
ship. Disbelief and conscious fastidiousness were 

ingredients in Its 

disinclination to move. Finally its hardihood was 
not proof against its 

proclivity to more fully appraise such bits 
of food as the stream 

bore counter to it; it made away with what I gave it 
to eat. I have seen this swan and 

I have seen you; I have seen ambition without 
understanding in a variety of forms. Happening to stand 

by an ant-hill, I have 
seen a fastidious ant carrying a stick north, south, 

east, west, till it turned on 
itself, struck out from the flower bed into the lawn, 

and returned to the point 

from which it had started. Then abandoning the stick as 
useless and overtaxing its 
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jaws with a particle of whitewash-pill-like but 
heavy-it again went through the same course of procedure. 

What is 
there in being able 

to say that one has dominated the stream in an attitude 
of self-defense; 

in proving that one has had the experience 
of carrying a stick ~ 



THE MONKEYS 

winked too much and were afraid of snakes. The zebras, 
supreme in 

their abnormality; the elephants with their fog-colored skin 
and strictly practical appendages 

were there, the small cats; and the parakee~
trivial and humdrum on examination, destroying 

bark and portions of the food it could not eat. 

I recall their magnificence, now not more magnificent 
than it is dim. It is diffIcult to recall the ornament, 

speech, and precise manner of what one might 
call the minor acquaintances twenty 

years back; but I shall not forget him--that Gilgamesh 
among 

the hairy carnivora-that cat with the 

wedge-shaped, slate-gray marks on its forelegs and the resolute 
tail, 

astringently remarking, "They have imposed on us with their pale 
half-fledged protestations, trembling about 

in inarticulate frenzy, saying 
it is not for us to understand art; finding it 

all so difficult, examining the thing 

as if it were inconceivably arcanic, as symmet-
rically frigid as if it had been carved out of chrysoprase 

or marble-strict with tension, malignant 
in its power over us and deeper 

than the sea when it proffers flattery in exchange for 
hemp, 

rye, flax, horses, platinum, timber, and fur." 
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IN THE DAYS OF PRISMATIC COLOR 

not in the days of Adam and Eve, but when Adam 
was alone; when there was no smoke and color was 

fine, not with the refinement 
of early civilization art, but because 

of its originality; with nothing to modify it but the 

mist that went up, obliqueness was a variation 
of the perpendicular, plain to see and 

to account for: it is no 
longer that; nor did the blue-red-yellow band 

of incandescence that was color keep its stripe: it also is one of 

those things into which much that is peculiar can be 
read; complexity is not a crime, but carry 

it to the point of murkiness 
and nothing is plain. Complexity, 

moreover, that has been committed to darkness, instead of 

granting itself to be the pestilence that it is, moves all a
bout as if to bewilder us with the dismal 

fallacy that insistence 
is the measure of achievement and that all 

truth must be dark. Principally throat, sophistication is as it al-

ways has been-at the antipodes from the init-
ial great truths. "Part of it was crawling, part of it 

was about to crawl, the rest 
was torpid in its lair." In the short-legged, fit-

ful advance, the gurgling and all the minutiae-we have the 
classic 



multitude of feet. To what purpose! Truth is no Apollo 
Belvedere, no formal thing. The wave may go over it if it likes. 

Know that It will be there when it says, 
"I shall be there when the wave has gone by." 

42 ) 



PETER 

Strong and slippery, 
bUllt for the midnight grass-party 
confronted by four cats, he sleeps his time away
the detached fIrst claw on the foreleg corresponding 
to the thumb, retracted to its tip; the small tuft of fronds 
or katydid-legs above each eye numbering all units 
in each group, the shadbones regularly set about the mouth 
to droop or rise in unison like porcupine-quills. 
He lets himself be flattened out by gravity, 
as seaweed is tamed and weakened by the sun, 
compelled when extended, to lie stationary. 
Sleep is the result of his delusion that one must 
do as well as one can for oneself, 
sleep-epitome of what is to him the end of life. 
Demonstrate on him how the lady placed a forked stick 
on the innocuous neck-sides of the dangerous southern snake. 
One need not try to stir him up; his prune-shaped head 
and alligator-eyes are not party to the joke. 
Lifted and handled, he may be dangled like an eel 
or set up on the forearm like a mouse; 
his eyes bisected by pupils of a pin's width, 
are flickeringly exhibited, then covered up. 
May be? I should have said might have been; 
when he has been got the better of in a dream-
as in a fight with nature or with cats, we all know it. 
Profound sleep is not with him a fixed illusion. 
Springing about with froglike accuracy, with jerky cries 
when taken in hand, he is himself again; 
to sit caged by the rungs of a domestic chair 
would be unprofItable-human. What is the good of hypocrisy? 
It is permissible to choose one's employment, 
to abandon the nail, or roly-poly, 
when it shows ~igns of being no longer a pleasure, 



to score the nearby magazine with a double line of strokes. 
He can talk but insolently says nothing. What of it? 
When one is frank, one's very presence is a compliment. 
It is clear that he can see the virtue of naturalness, 
that he does not regard the published fact as a surrender. 
As for the disposition invariably to affront, 
an animal with claws should have an opportunity to use them. 
The eel-like extension of trunk into tail is not an accident. 
To leap, to lengthen out, dIvide the air, to purloin, to pursue. 
To tell the hen: fly over the fence, go in the wrong way 
in your perturbatIOn-this is life; 
to do less would be nothing but dishonesty. 



PICKING AND CHOOSING 

Literature is a phase of hfe. If one is afraid of it, 
the situation is irremediable; if one approaches it familiarly, 
what one says of it IS worthless. 
The opaque allusIOn, the simulated flight upward, 
accomplishes nothing. Why cloud the fact 
that Shaw is self-conscious in the field of sentiment 
but is otherwise rewarding; that James 
is all that has been said of him. It is not Hardy the novelist 
and Hardy the poet, but one man interpreting life as emotion. 
The critic should know what he likes: 
Gordon Craig with his "this is I" and "this is mine," 
with his three wise men, his "sad French greens," and his 

"Chinese cherry" 
Gordon Craig so inclinational and unashamed-a critic. 
And Burke is a psychologist, of acute racoon-like curiosity. 
Summa dzllgentia; to the humbug whose name is so amusing~ 
very young and very rushed-Caesar crossed the Alps 
on the top of a "dzlzgence'" 
We are not daft about the meaning, 
but this familiarity with wrong meanings puzzles one. 
Humming-bug, the candles are not wired for electricity. 
Small dog, going over the lawn nipping the linen and saying 
that you have a badger-remember Xenophon; 
only rudimentary behavior is necessary to put us on the scent. 
"A right good salvo of barks," a few strong wrinkles puckering 

the skin between the ears, is all we ask. 



ENGLAND 

with its baby rivers and little towns, each wIth its abbey or its 
cathedral, 

with voices-one voice perhaps, echoing through the transept
the 

criterion of sUItability and convenience· and Italy 
with its equal shores-contnving an epicureanism 
from wInch the grossness has been extracted, 

and Greece with Its goat and its gourds, 
the nest of modifIed illusions: and France, 
the "chrysahs of the nocturnal butterfly," 
in whose products mystery of construction 
diverts one from what was onginally one's obJect-
substance at the core. and the East with its snails, its emotIOnal 

shorthand and jade cockroaches, its rock crystal and its 
imperturbability, 

all of museum quality· and America where there 
is the little old ramshackle victoria in the south, 
where cigars are smoked on the street III the north; 
where there are no proofreaders, no sIlkworms, no digressions; 

the wild man's land; grassless, linksless, languageless country in 
which letters are written 

not in Spanish, not in Greek, not in Latin, not in shorthand, 
but in plain American which cats and dogs can read r 
The letter a in psalm and calm when 
pronounced with the sound of a in candle, IS very noticeable, but 

why should continents of misapprehension 
have to be accounted for by the fact? 
Does it follow that because there are poisonous toadstools 



which resemble mushrooms, both are dangerous~ 
Of mettlesomeness whIch may be mistaken for appetite, 
of heat which may appear to be haste, 
no conclusions may be drawn. 

To have misapprehended the matter is to have confessed Lhat 
one has not looked far enough. 

The sublimated wisdom of Cluna, Egyptian discernment, 
the cataclysmic torrent of emotion 
compressed in the verbs of the Hebrew languag,e, 
the books of the man who is able to say, 
"I envy nobody but him, and him only, 
who catches more fish than 
I do" -the flower and fruit of all that noted superiority
if not stumbled upon in Amenca, 
must ont> imagine that it is not there! 
It has never been confIDed to one locality. 



WHEN I BUY PICTURES 

or what is closer to the truth, 
when I look at that of which I may regard myself as the 

imaginary possessor, 
I fix upon what would give me pleasure in my average moments: 
the satire upon curiosity in which no more is discernible 
than the intensity of the mood; 
or quite the opposite-the old thing, the mE'dieval decorated 

hatbox, 
in which there are hounds with waists diminishing like the 

waist of the hourglass, 
and deer and birds and seated people; 
it may be no more than a square of parquetry; the literal 

biography perhaps, 
in letters standing well apart upon a parchment-like expanse; 
an artichoke in six varieties of blue; the snipe-legged 

hieroglyphic in three parts; 
the silver fence protecting Adam's grave, or Michael taking 

Adam by the wrist. 
Too stern an intellectual emphasis upon this quality or that 

detracts from one's enjoyment. 
It must not wish to disarm anything; nor may the approved 

triumph easily be honored
that which is great because something else is small. 
It comes to this: of whatever sort it is, 
it must be "lit with piercing glances into the life of things" ; 
it must acknowledge the spiritual forces which have made it. 
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A GRAVE 

Man looking into the sea, 
taking the view from those who have as much rIght to it as 

you have to It yourself, 
it is human nature to stand in the middle of a thing, 
but you cannot stand m the middle of this; 
the sea has nothing to give but a well excavated grave. 
The firs stand in a procession, each with an emerald turkey 

foot at the top, 
reserved as their contours, saying nothing; 
repression, however, is not the most obvious characteristic of 

the sea; 
the sea is a collector, quick to return a rapacious look. 
There are others besides you who have worn that look
wnose expression is no longer a protest; the fish no longer 

investigate them 
for their bones have not lasted: 
men lower nets, unconscious of the fact that they are 

desecrating a grave, 
and row quickly away-the blades of the oars 
moving together like the feet of water spiders as if there were 

no such thing as death. 
The wrinkles progress among themselves in a phalanx

beautiful under networks of foam, 
and fade breathlessly while the sea rustles in and out of the 

seaweed; 
the birds swim through the air at top speed, emitting catcalls 

as heretofore
the tortoise shell scourges about the feet of the cliffs, in motion 

beneath them; 
and the ocean, under the pulsation of lighthouses and noise of 

bell buoys, 



advances as usual, looking as if it were not that ocean in which 
dropped thmgs are bound to sink

m which if they turn and twist, It is neither with volition nor 

consciousness. 



THOSE VARIOUS SCALPELS, 

those 
various sounds consistently indIstinct, like mtermingled echoes 

struck from thin glasses successively at random-
the inflection disguised: your hair, the tails of two 

hghting-cocks head to head in stone like sculptured scimitars re
peating the curve of your ears in reverse order: your eyes, 

flowers of Ice and snow 

sown by tearing winds on the cordage of disabled ships; your 

raised hand, 
an ambiguous signature: your cheeks, those rosettes 

of blood on the stone floors of French chateaux, 
with regard to which the guides are so affirmative--your other 

hand, 

a bundle of lances all alike, partly hid by emeralds from Persia 
and the fractional magnificence of Florentine 

goldwork-a collection of little objects-
sapphires set with emeralds, and pearls with a moonstone, 

made fine 
with enamel in gray, yellow, and dragonfly blue; a lemon, 

a pear 

and three bunches of grapes, tied with silver: your dress, a 
magnificent square 

cathedral tower of uniform 
and at the same time diverse appearance-a 

species of vertical vineyard rustling in the storm 
of conventional opinion. Are they weapons or scalpels? 

Whetted to brilliance 

by the hard majesty of that sophistication which is superior to 
opportunity, 



these things are rich instruments with which to experiment. 
But why dissect destiny with instruments 

more highly specialized than components of destiny itself~ 



THE LABORS OF HERCULES 

To popularize the mule, its neat exterior 
expressing the principle of accommodation reduced to a 

minimum: 
to persuade one of austere taste, proud in the possession of home, 

and a musician
that the piano is a free field for etching; that his "charming 

tadpole notes" 
belong to the past when one had time to play them: 
to persuade those self-wrought Midases of brains 
whose fourteen-carat ignorance aspires to rise in value, 
that one must not borrow a long white beard and tie it on 
and threaten with the scythe of time the casually curious: 
to teach the bard with too elastic a selectiveness 
that one detects creative power by its capacity to conquer one's 

detachment, 
that while it may have more elasticity than logic, 
it flies along in a straight line like electricity, 
depopulating areas that boast of their remoteness, 
to prove to the high priests of caste 
that snobbishness is a stupidity, 
the best side out, of age-old toadyism, 
kissing the feet of the man above, 
kicking the face of the man below; 
to teach the patron-saints-to-atheists 
that we are sick of the earth, 
sick of the pigsty, wild geese and wild men; 
to convince snake-charming controversialists 
that one keeps on knowing 
"that the Negro is not brutal, 
that the Jew is not greedy, 
that the Oriental is not immoral, 
that the German is not a Hun." 



NEW YORK 

the savage's romance, 
accreted where we need the space for commerce
the center of the wholesale fur trade, 
starred with tepees of ermine and peopled with foxes, 
the long guard-hairs waving two inches beyond the body of the 

pelt; 
the ground dotted with deerskins-white with white spots, 
"as satin needlework in a single color may carry a varied 

pattern," 
and wilting eagle's down compacted by the wind; 
and picardels of beaver skin; white ones alert with snow. 
It is a far cry from the "queen full of jewels" 
and the beau with the muff, 
from the gilt coach shaped like a perfume bottle, 
to the conjunction of the Monongahela and the Allegheny, 
and the scholastic philosophy of the wilderness. 
It is not the dime-novel exterior, 
Niagara Falls, the calico horses and the war canoe; 
it is not that "if the fur is not finer than such as one sees others 

wear, 
one would rather be without it"-
that estimated in raw meat and berries, we could feed the 

universe; 
it is not the atmosphere of ingenuity, 
the otter, the beaver, the puma skins 
without shooting irons or dogs; 
it is not the plunder, 
but" accessibility to experience." 



PEOPLE'S SURROUNDINGS 

They answer one's questlOns, 
a deal table compact wIth the wall; 
in this dned bone of arrangement 
one's "natural promptness" is compressed, not crowded out; 
one's style is not lost in such simplicity. 

The palace furniture, so old-fashioned, so old-fashionable; 
Sevres china and the fireplace dogs-
bronze dromios with pointed ears, a5 obsolete as pugs; 
one has one's preferences in the matter of bad furniture, 
and this is not one's choice. 

The vast indestructible necropolis 
of composite Yawman-Erbe separable units; 
the steel, the oak, the glass, the Poor R.ichard publications 
containing the public secrets of effIciency 
on paper so thin that "one thousand four hundred and twenty 

pages make one inch,'" 
exclaiming, so to speak, When you take my time, you take 

something I had meant to use; 

the highway hid by fIr trees in rhododendron twenty feet deep, 
the peacocks, hand-forged gates, old Persian velvet, 
roses outlined in pale black on an ivory ground, 
the pierced iron shadows of the cedars, 
Chinese carved glass, old Waterford, lettered ladies; 
landscape gardening twisted into permanence; 

straight lines over such great distances as one fmds in Utah or 
in Texas, 

where people do not have to be told 
that a good brake is as important as a good motor; 
where by means of extra sense-cells in the skin 















































































































































and glorias, these ministrants all gray or 
gray with white on legs or trunk, are a pilgrims' 

pattern of revery not reverence-a 
religious procession without any priests, 
the centuries-old carefullest unrehearsed 
play. Blessed by Buddha's Tooth, the obedient beasts 

themselves as toothed temples blessing the street, see 
the white elephant carry the cushion that 
carries the casket that carries the Tooth. 
Amenable to what, matched with him, are gnat 

trustees, he does not step on them as the white
canopied blue-cushioned Tooth is augustly 
and slowly returned to the shrine. Though white is 
the color of worship and of mourning, he 

is not here to worship and he is too wise 
to mourn-a life prisoner but reconciled. 
With trunk tucked up compactly-the elephant's 
sign of defeat-he resisted, but is the child 

of reason now. His straight trunk seems to say: when 
what we hoped for came to nothing, we revived. 
As loss could not ever alter Socrates' 
tranquillity, equanimity's contrived 

by the elephant. With the Socrates of 
animals as with Sophocles the Bee, on whose 
tombstone a hive was incised, sweetness tinctures 
his gravity. His held-up foreleg for use 

as a stair, to be climbed or descended with 
the aid of his ear, expounds the brotherhood 



of creatures to man the encroacher, by the 
small word with the dot, meaning know-the verb bud. 

These knowers "arouse the feeling that they are 
allied to man" and can change roles with their trustees. 
Hardship makes the soldier; 







































































































































































of your version 

of something simIlar-polo. 

Restating it: 
pelo, I turn, 

on palos, a pivot. 

If a little elaborate, 
Redon (Odilon) brought it to mind, 

his thought of the eye, 
of revolving-combined somehow with pastime

pastime that IS work, 
muscular docility, 

also mentality, 

as in the acrobat Li SIau Than, 
gibbon-like but hmberer, 

defying ~ravity, 
nether side arched up, 
cup on head not upset

China's very most in~enious man. 



ARTHUR MITCHELL 

Slim dragonfly 
too rapid for the eye 

to cage-
contagious gem of virtuosity
make visible, mentality. 
Your jewels of mobility 

reveal 
and veil 

a peacock-tail. 
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