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Dick Davis:

Thank you very much, Dana [Gioia]. Dana gives the most fantastic introductions. The readings are always a bit of a disappointment, though. When Dana said to me, “You’re going to be reading at 10:00, Dick, in the morning,” I thought, “10:00 in the morning for poetry? Who wants poetry at 10:00 in the morning?” It’s a little like having whiskey and chocolates for breakfast, which I have done, but not for a long time.

[laughter]

I’m going to start by reading a few poems about my childhood. Then, I’ll kind of move into more recent times in my life and more universal experiences. The first poem I’m going to read is a sonnet, and it’s about two of my father’s maiden aunts. They were called Duchy and Shinks. I don’t know what their real names were, but everybody called them Duchy and Shinks.

Duchy and Shinks, I remember them as a child, they wore tweeds and very sensible shoes and they bicycled everywhere and they had steel gray hair and they were very intimidating. And once, when I was about 16, they invited me to their house for tea. I was having tea there and they said, “Would you like to see some photographs of when we were young women?” I said, “Yeah, sure, great, wonderful.” And they brought out these photographs and I had the shock of my life. That’s what my poem comes out of. It’s called “Duchy and Shinks.”

Duchy and Shinks, my father’s maiden aunts,

Lived at the seaside and kept house together:

They bicycled in every kind of weather

And looked across the waves to far-off France.

Routine had made their days a stately dance,

A spinsters’ pas-de-deux, with every feather

Where it ought to be: no one asked them whether

They liked a life with nothing left to chance.

They showed me photographs of long ago--

Two English roses in a chorus line:

I said “They’re lovely” as I sipped my tea.

They were too--at the Folies, second row,

Or down-stage, glittering in a grand design,

With every feather where it ought to be.

The revelation that my terrifying , father’s terrifying maiden aunts had been strippers at the Folies Bergère in their youth was very discombobulating for a 16-year-old. I think I never really recovered from that. 

[laughter]

I spent the early part of my childhood in Portsmouth, which is a town on the south coast of England. And it was, in a way still is, but it was certainly in the 19th century -- it was the hub of the British Navy. And there is a ship there, which is the flagship of Admiral Lord Nelson, who was a kind of a military naval hero, who is known to all Brits.  He’s one of those heroes one grows up with in school. And the ship is the “Victory,” which was the ship Nelson was on when he won the Battle of Trafalgar and destroyed the French fleet in 1805. Nelson was killed in the battle, partly because he was very vain, and he insisted on wearing his full dress admiral’s uniform on deck while the fighting was going on, so he was very conspicuous as a, as something to shoot at. 

About three or four years ago, the BBC commissioned a bunch of poets to write a series of sonnets on points of the compass, which seemed to me a crazy idea, but they did it. And I got given west-southwest. And I thought, “What the hell can I do with west-southwest?” And then I realized that if you went west-southwest from Portsmouth, the town where I grew up, you would be going into what’s called the Solent, which is a channel of water just south of Portsmouth, and from the Solent you went into the open sea. So west-southwest in Portsmouth would be the course that Nelson took when he went out and got himself killed at the Battle of Trafalgar. So I took that as the subject of my poem. 

“West South West”

Since I was born in Portsmouth, west south west

Would mean the Solent, then the open sea:

A child let loose on Nelson’s Victory
I fantasized his last quixotic quest,

Trafalgar’s carnage -- where he coolly dressed

As gaudily as if he wished to be

The natural target for an enemy,

And willed the bullets to his medaled chest.

Hardly a gesture I could emulate.

My southwest –sorry – my west south west was more a stealthy game

To be elsewhere, escape, rewrite my fate

As one who got away. But all the same

I find I walk the shattered deck and wait

For when the marksmen see me, and take aim.

I married 30-odd years ago. My wife and I spent our honeymoon in India. And when we were in India, we went to a place called Khajuraho, which is a complex of Hindu temples. They’re very beautiful. They’re from eighth, ninth, tenth century, and they’re absolutely covered in erotic carvings, carvings of couples doing everything you could possibly imagine couples might do. And we were happy going around Khajuraho; it’s very fascinating. And then there was this little group of ladies, who I think were probably from where I live now, which is in Ohio, or somewhere nearby, and they were being led around by a very nice, quiet, gentle Indian guide. These ladies were probably in their 60s or 70s, and one of them whispered something to the guide. I didn’t hear what she whispered, but I heard his answer. And the poem comes out of that. It’s called “Overheard at Khajurajo.” 

Tier upon teeming tier the friezes rise 

of sculpted couples variously entwined. 

And tourists gaze with unbelieving eyes 

On yoni, linga, breast, and plump behind. 

I didn’t hear the question, 

But the guide respectfully and gently as a lamb 

Bends to the blue-rinsed matron at his side and says, 

“No. Mosques are slightly different, ma’am.”

[laughter]

That’s a true story. I thought it was beautifully tactful, what he said. Okay, that was honeymoon. Much, much later, I’ve been married, as I said, 30-odd years now, this is part of a  [unintelligible] from my marriage. When I wrote this poem, I showed it to my wife and she said, “You’re not going to publish that, are you?” So, at first I said, “All right then, I won’t.” But then I showed it to some friends and they said, “Oh, come on, Dick.  It’s quite a nice story, so do publish it.” So I asked her again. She said, “All right, you can publish it. But never, ever read it if I’m in the audience.” She is not in the audience today, so I can read it. It’s called “A Monorhyme for the Shower.”

Lifting her arms to soap her hair

Her pretty breasts respond – and there

The movement of that buoyant pair

Is like a spell to make me swear

Twenty odd years have turned to air;

Now she’s the girl I didn’t dare

Approach, ask out, much less declare

My love to, mired in young despair.

 

Childbearing, rows, domestic care –

All the prosaic wear and tear

That constitute the life we share –

Slip from her beautiful and bare

Bright body as, made half aware

Of my quick, surreptitious stare,

She wrings the water from her hair

And turning smiles to see me there.

My wife and I have two children. I’m going to read one poem about when they were very small and one poem about when they were teenagers. They’re now in their 20s. First poem is called “Shadows.” 

The sun comes up, and soon

The night’s thin fall of snow

Fades from the grass as if

It could not wait to go.

 

But look, a lank line lingers

Beyond the lawn’s one tree,

Safe in its shadow still,

Held momentarily.

 

Delighted my daughter runs

Twisting from my embrace

To touch the fragile snow

Before it leaves no trace

This poem is about my daughters when they were teenagers. 

I realized that a lot of the poets I really like are gay, the poets I sort of keep on my bedside table, W. H. Auden, A. E. Housman, Edward Fitzgerald, who Dana mentioned when he introduced me to [unintelligible], Edgar Bowers, who was a very good friend of mine who died six years ago. These are all gay poets. Wonderful poets, great poets. But if you’re a father, there’s not a lot of useful advice in most gay poets’ work to help you. This poem is about that. It’s called “Farewell to the Mentors.” And at the end, I list the poets I just mentioned. 

Old bachelors to whom I turn for comfort in my life,

I find you less than useful now I have children and a wife. 

And though you’re great on Weltschmerz, loss, 

lust, irony, old age, 

I draw a blank when looking for

Advice on teenage rage; 

On sibling rivalry and rows, 

I can’t begin to reach you,

You’re silent when it comes to screams 

Of “Dad, I really hate you.” 

So get you gone, Fitz, Edgar, Wiston, and dear old Housman, too. 

It’s clear that at this juncture, 

I need other guides than you. 

Those poems were all from a book I published five years ago. 

I’m going to read some poems now from a book I’ve just published a couple of months ago, which is called “A Trick of Sunlight.” And there are copies over there and please go and buy a lot of them. The first one is a very short love poem. A friend of mine said the first line, and I thought, “That’s a great opening for a poem.” So I appropriated the first line. It’s a very short one. It’s just , it’s really just one extended metaphor. 

The heart has its abandoned mines, 

Old workings masked by scrub and scree. 

Sometimes, far, far beneath the surface 

An empty chamber will collapse; 

But to the passerby, the change 

Is almost imperceptible: 

A leaf’s slight tremor, or a stone 

Dislodged into a vacant shaft.

I’m going to read a longish poem. It’s a page and a half. It’s not that long, but it’s long for me. Most of my poems are very short. It’s called “Getting Away,” and it puts together two stories I heard as a child, which are quite separate stories, but they somehow belong together in my mind. And when I thought of one I always thought of the other. Both the stories are almost certainly apocryphal, but at the time, as a child, I believed them. I thought they were real. 

“Getting Away”

Once, when I was a child of seven or eight,

I turned a corner on a wooded path

And saw a fox a few feet from my face.

We stood stock still and took each other in:

Instinctively, I looked down at his paws;

He stared at me a moment, then he turned

And loped away downhill, between the trees,

Unhurried, but inexorably gone.

His paws had all been there, I’d counted them,

And so he couldn’t be that fox, the fox

Some serious grown-up had described for me,

The one whose inadvertent paw had stepped

On steel that sprang shut, snap (the man had snapped

His fingers) just like this: he gripped my arm,

Then asked how brave I was. Could I have done

What that fox did? He’d gnawed the fur and flesh

Down to the bone, imagine how that hurt,

Then cracked the bone, chewed through the lot, and so

Escaped, leaving the keeper only this:

And here he’d slipped a paw into my hand,

Soft, small, and lifeless, with no blood on it.

There was another story I was told

Around that time, which in my mind belonged

With that hallucinatory, bad moment.

The village churchyard had an ancient grave

Whose slab had moved, so that a gap had opened

Through which the darkness showed. One moonless night

A group of scallywags had dared each other

To run and put a hand beneath the slab.

One had agreed, and, as the others waited

Crouched down beside the churchyard wall, they’d heard

A terror-stricken scream, and run off home.

The next day their companion was discovered:

When he had turned to join his friends, a branch

Had snagged his jersey’s sleeve, as if a hand

Reached out to hold him, and his heart had stopped.

The fox then or the boy: which would I be?

I’ll finish up the jokey poem, if I can find it. This is a sort of love poem, too. I realize I’ve written a lot of love poems today, but that’s because I’ve written a lot of love poems. A friend of mine said, “Dick, that poem manages to be both very misanthropic and unpleasant and very tender at the same time.” So, I think that’s pretty true actually. But I think most people feel like this at some point or another, when they’re in an airport; you just hate everybody else there. Especially when your plane is very late and you’re really fed up.

The poem is called “Flying Back.” This is the last poem I’ll read. 

The airport’s cluttered lounge presents

The usual mob of miscreants --

The loud, the ugly, and the stupid,

The sad sacks never blessed by Cupid:

But I can’t hate the human zoo,

I’ll soon be flying back to you.

The conversations swirl around me,

Elsewhere I know they would have drowned me --

But let them prattle, let them chatter,

Nothing they say will ever matter --

I bless the whole loquacious crew,

And think of flying back to you.

The screaming infant, and the bore

Who’s got the skinny on the war,

The cell-phone junkie, and the jerk

Who tells me how tax shelters work

I love them all, I really do.

I’m flying back, right now, to you.

And in the plane I’m sat beside

Some fat fanatic Woe-Betide

Who tells me in great detail why

Sinners like me are damned… but I

Just nod and murmur “Whoop-de-do,”

Happily flying back to you.

This airline ought to be unlawful

The flight’s delayed, the food is awful,

The stolid stewardess ignores me,

I’ve brought the wrong book and it bores me --

But I’m not made or sad or blue…

Because I’m flying back to you.

[applause]  

[end of transcript]


