Douglas Dunn

Europe’s Lover

'Our Europe is not yours.' (Camus)
'Men make more than one native land for themselves. There are

some who feel at home in twenty corners of the world, for men are

born more than once.' (Nizan)

I

That beautiful lady walked 
To the fragrant terrace 
Of an especial hotel. 
She walked out of the dusk 
With Europe on her arm.

'Where are your shoes, Lady? 
And your gown of silk, 
This subtle décolletage, 
Could not have been designed 
In our provincial spa.'

'No,' she said. 'When my 
Impeccable maternity 
Concluded, my last child buried, 
I had this made in Paris 
By surrealist seamstresses.'

'Listen,' she said — you know

That listening tilt,

That smile on hearing far music? -

'These are the saxophones,

Far away, of the Riviera.'

'Sit by me,' said the Lady. 
'You will suffer and travel 
Thousands of years with me 
Through my archives of sun and rain, 
My annals of rivers and earth.'

II

'First, you must lose that obsession,' 
She said, 'which deals in 
Survival, prosperity and salvation.'
She showed me the waters of invitation,
Deep springs that coughed clear in the ground,
More solicitous than those
Thin, thermal pools, sipped at,
Bathed in and bottled in our matronly spa.
Debts were hushed in the bureaucracies.
Watery sunlight was a burst
Lit improvisation of liquid.
She scattered flowers on the water,
The mistress of her own rituals.
'Now you have died once, you will die again,
And live again. At your own funerals
You will stand among the trees
And grieve for your progency and future selves.'
III
Cold scholars in a Christendom, 

We are the children of children. 

When was it in traditions that 

We stopped living? When did we die?

Scriptoria furniture,

Oaken tables, oaken panels, 

A trapped butterfly fluttering 
Among the pedantry and heresies

In chained tomes, in motes of heart-dust.
An introspective summer illuminates
Tinted stories on the windows,
The gossip in the history of glass.
A narrative of colours spreads
On the blond stone, coagulated
Medieval light ruminating
Like abstract detectives on the slabs.
Lucid difficulties murmur
Contemplative stories of the West,
Martyrdoms, Reformations, Schisms.
Those finely carved mottoes
In delicate Latin are fading
As timber grows again
In a scriptorium bursting into leaf.
One more rub of an elbow,
Another scholar at this desk
Will return it to nature.
The inscriptions will float away
To Byzantine fastnesses
Or an islanded Irish hermitage.

IV
Many times we have risen 
From the earthen delicatessen 
Of the cemeteries, to tread 
Moistened dust on city streets 
Among litter, hand in hand, 
Increasingly démodé, disappearing 
Into salutations of light and water
At the foot of elaborate gardens 
Where leaves are burned 
In a dusk-rinsed smoke.

We are at home by nocturnal taxi ranks,
By the fast-food carts and chestnut hawkers
Ragged beside charcoal braziers
In these corners of metropolitan warmth.
We are at home among dandies
On the steps of the Opera House,
Among the crimson titles at passing-out parades
Or on the corners of unmapped rural lanes
Where wind meets us with a smell of cattle
And the scent of future rain.
We are at home in any occasion of
Citizens, urbanal and pastoral.

V

'What walks we have taken, together on 
The verge of revealing our secrets,' 
She said to me, incognito among 
Market-stalls around a cathedral.

'We have seen the light-hearted 
At their moderate courtships, 
Whether pointing to the erotic stars 
Or to the obese, detestable Zeppelins.

'In the fire-storms, love survived 
And the terrorized hugged each other 
To an inward collapse of hot char. 
Silver birds of Imperial Airways flew
'From India with citizens and dossiers, 
With brides flying to their weddings 
High above the deserts, seas and ranges, 
And even long armies and ferocious machines
'Failed to transform our favoured places, 
And cruelty dies in the heart. 
Still they come flying, and we welcome the dead
As they arrive to us in their wedding-clothes.'

VI

Shaped into this intimate suffering of death with life, 
Past with present, living beneath a succession of coats 
Until skin thickens into cloth, thread and blood, coarse immortality,
And blood thickens, and words melt on your tongue 
As gourmet as a peppermint on a plate at Maxim's; 
Shaped on a field behind the plough you were born to, 
Shaped to these footprints, this size, in a drawing-room 
Where you must sing before a brother of the bishop 
Because aunt tells you to through her mouthful of cake; 
Shaped as you sweep the gutter of its rejected trash –

How lonely is litter! - shaped as you sign a treaty 
With the usurping nephew of a Maharajah or a Czar's 
Bomb-crazy ambassador or a Kaiser's confidant; 
Shaped before furnaces or dragging coal-carts with your back
In the mines of Yorkshire or Silesia, or shaped, 
Shaped and indentured in the gardens of rhododendrons, peacocks 
And exotic flora brought home by an eccentric uncle
Who commanded the firing-squads at Brazzaville or Hyderabad;
Shaped by decks and masts, spits and spars, that twiggery
Sprouting from warehouses before the continental wharfs; 
Shaped by regiment; shaped by evictions, shaped by 
Rhetorical prelates and their torturing sectaries; 
Shaped in the moulds of foundries in Glasgow and Düsseldorf,
From cleared crofts in Sutherland to Fontamara, shaped, 
Shaped, shaped and ruled, in kingdoms and palatinates, by archon,
By tyrant, by imperial whim gathering spiderwebs 
To please Heliogabalus, by parliament, by Bourbon, by Tudor, 
By Stuart, by Habsburg and Romanov, by democrat, by revolutionary
At his escritoire of apple-packings, by scythe and sabre, 
By Capitalismus, by oligarch and plutocrat, by Socialismus, 
By Trade, by Banks and by the algebra of money, 
Shaped in battle or by a kiss, shaped in the bed of your parents,
Shaped to inherit or to labour in disciplined factories, 
Shaped to administer in La Paz or Rangoon or the Islands... 
All ways of being born, Europa, the chemistry of seed and cell,
And our millions plundered in their lands and cities, 
Bullets searching them out like inquisitive half-wits from 
The mitrailleuses of Europe, shreddings of men and women. 
Now as two sit in a cafe in a French provincial town 
Served by a descendant of metissage in Guadeloupe –

She is as beautiful as the wind on the Luberon –

There is no longer in our coffee that sensation of chains rattled
In offshore hulks, no longer in the sifts of our sugar 
A slashing of docile machetes or orations by 
Abolitionists in Chambers of Commerce. She is as beautiful 

As those gone down in the chronicles of Jupiter, metamorphosis 
And elegance, as beautiful as the classics of love and journeys,
As beautiful as any horseman from the eastern Steppes 
Who nursed an arrow to a thong and raped the Empires. 
Clocks, clocks, one era replaces another, and we are dressed 
In history and shaped, shaped in days, peace and war, 
In the circle of blood, in the races entwined like fingers.

VII
Time's information can be heard 
In that withdrawal of sound, 
Respiratory suck between each tock 
In the numerical flower, the clock, 
Christianity's chronometer.

Beyond tea-rooms and table manners, 
Mendacities and instruments, 
Above a mediocre autumn we 
Revolve with fragments of Immeasurable tragedy.
On the wristwatch of Christendom, 
In its little warehouse of Swiss seconds
Or in the lost shadows of sundials 
Are the lives of millions, stored lives 
With their unmeasured stories.

VIII

Relics of the Hanseatic
Where sea is sick of the oceanic
On toy ports of the Baltic Sea
A belch of herrings, a raft of timber

The waves beyond the links and marram 
Tantalize a boy who would be an explorer 
Leith, Danzig, Riga and Memel, 
His nationality for ever, Bordeaux and Plymouth

Courage, sea folds on itself, sea on sea, 
Layer upon layer in one wet seam 
Each wave of the rose-less seas 
Dark fjords dreaming of tropical yellow

The boy might stitch nets in Stornoway
Or die in the Grenadines, La Rochelle, 
Cadiz and Genoa, or he might command 
The wooden walls of Peter the Great

Or he might live in the stews of Tortuga, or 
Deliver to the slave-jetties of San Domingo, 
Composing hymns as the Africans 
Enter the mysteries of economics

Demerara and Coromandel, Shanghai and San Francisco,
Icebergs, fogs, and the Newfoundland Banks,
Or he might sail to Celebes and Java,
Wading ashore to wave a cutlass at the pagodas

And the seas propose their liberty 
On wandering routes that lead away from 
Sugar, cotton, copra and geographies 
Of skin and spice, silks, silver and gold

On further seas, where no fortune is found, 
No maritime shortcut or adventure, but 
The poetry of man in time and lonely space, 
Where no fire has been lit, no language sung

Lisbon, Venice, Bristol, Glasgow and Marseilles, 
Ghost-ships at the place without a name

IX
By the banks of a Scandinavian lake 
We heard harness and Smalltalk 
As a migrating tribe came down 
To water its ponies and say goodbye.

Later a picnic happened, with white cloths, 
With children and jealousies and wine, 
Women holding their skirts up to their knees 
Tip-toeing over these same pebbles.

Then there was Strindberg or some such, 
Up to his waist in lake and shivering, 
Demented with ethics, maddened 
By men and women and the snow falling.
It was the shape of her ankle 
That first suggested I desired her. 
So long ago now, I cannot remember 
Her place, her time, or if she spoke to me.

There was a widow at an olive press
And a girl with a sketch pad I may have married,
A waitress singing alone among her tables,
A niece who combed her old aunt's tresses.

In my long visions I have seen them again
In their wedding-clothes, under the ground, 
Their white dresses spread in the flowing earth, 
In the warm, geological currents.

There was a boy who bathed my brow 
Before the Sultan's janissaries came over 
The rubbled citadel, and the girl I met
Beneath the chandeliers in Bucharest.

In love, I've felt love like anatomy 
In meditation on itself, its real 
And predatory contemplations, whether
Pure and languid or disturbed by lust.

Erotic, family Europe, full of your 
Philosopher-uncles of the wedding-night, 
We disperse to the genders, as fires 
Burn down, like wine losing its red.

XI

I rang emaciated fens.
I rang the forests. I rang the sea.
With fingernail and numerals
I dialled the animals
And they were pleased to hear from me.

I sit beside the telephone 
That speaks the truth, and speak to her 
As winds converse with trees and grass. 
Speak to me, Europa, of dear 
Munificent existences.

Say nothing of the attainable to me.
I am tired of morals and commerce.
Say nothing of history.
Tell me of your new dress
And of the scandal of happiness.

XII

We heard the ghosts of Europe 
On Danubian winds 
Chattering of visits to 
Shadowy Prague, 
Krakow, Vienna, Paris, 
Rome, and talking of 
Carpathian wildflowers, 
The gardeners of Picardy 
And geriatric pro-consuls 
On their bamboo chairs 
In botanic country houses,
And of the magnates of 
The Côte d'Ivoire and Java, 
Resplendent among their trophies.
'I shall lead you,' she said, 
'Along the path of graves 

From Moscow to Calais 

With many detours, touching 
The shores of six seas. 

Those huddled in pits,
In unmarked forest graves 
Or in white fields 

Of multiple crucifixion, 

They are our people, too. 
Released from nationality 

They are fraternal 
In the hoax of afterlife,
Snug among the alluvials 
In the republic of Europe, 

As, equal at last, they drain 
Into Vistula and Rhine 
And a thousand rivers, 

The republic of wedding-clothes 
Too many citizens to be 

Cause of morbidity or grief, 

Their lapsed literacies 

Singing in earth and water 

In all our languages. 
Listen. They are reality.'
XIII

Exports of British, French,
Spaniards and Portuguese,
Exports of all Europe
For wealth and colonies,
From terror and pauperdom,
Dutch, German, Jew and Pole,
Sicilian and Florentine,
Magyar, Greek and Slav,
The Scandinavians.
Here is a photograph
Of a child burned by Americans.
They plundered his skin
For he was nowhere on
Their graph of dividends.
Of all the children in the world
He is the one with no mother.
Little victim, your eyes boiled;
You became a blister.
They are no different
From the barons of Europe —
Cossacks, dragoons, a sabre
For the relish of princes.
What are we now, who have friends,
Far kin breeding this America,
Bearing our names among
The enforced Africans
Named, too, for distant kin?
Little veteran, your pain
Has innocent predecessors
In maimed childhoods on
The streets and fields of here.
Laws, music and the Renaissance,
Sea-empires of the coolies,
Accomplishments and guilt
Propose a new devotion ​─
To tailoring and fountain-pens,
To the export of roses,
Artichokes, poetry,
A Western innocence.
Is it to have the spirit of sheep
To close our shops to
The sale of second-hand children?
XIV

We watched them go by, in the countryside,
The cities, in remote provincial districts,
The brides and grooms of wealth and poverty.
'The dead outnumber them, the living are
Such poor creatures. In time we shall retire
To my garden, to a beloved place
That is a museum of everywhere.
There are the equatorial sculptures from
Dahomey and Benin, and there are the dollars
Minted from Incan silver, there the cross
Worn by a priest martyred by Vandals,
A stone thrown at the time of the Fronde,
Skin flayed by the Inquisition and the eyes
Of Galileo. And if you listen you can hear
The dictionaries uttered on the air,
The music of Bach and Mozart, the rhymes of Dante
In my house built of night in the mountains
And in my house built of noon on the puszta.
I mean to be benevolent and wait. 
We will till the sun and shade, for purity 
And light are in themselves sufficient to us. 
I shall re-write the books of equity, 
Engender passion, justice, love and truth 
And weave a fabric of persuasive virtue. 
Sleep with me. You will be my many children, 
My messenger and my amanuensis. 
You have nothing to lose. Give me your life 
Again, and again, as I invent my cause. 
I am my own mother and my daughters. 
I love my people. 'Our Europe is not yours.' 
Together we will say that again, as, once, 
It was said by one of my sons to another son 
In the days of souls without names smouldering
In the years of the counting of rings and teeth.'
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