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Introduction
I t  is a m a tte r  for concern, as well as for curiosity, 
th a t  the  struggle to  be m odern has had, in the  E ng
lish language a t  least, such an in te rm itten t success. 
M uch consciously ‘m odernist’ poe try  w ritten  in 
English is forced and p re ten tious; b u t work which 
shuns experim ent is often  pretentious and boring. 
Things are different abroad. In  France, the  ethos of 
the  M odern M ovem ent perm eates contem porary 
poe try  as m uch as it  does pain ting  and sculpture, and 
developm ents in poe try  have been inseparably  linked 
w ith  those w hich have tak en  place in th e  visual arts. 
E xpressionist pa in ting  in  G erm any ran  parallel w ith 
th e  developm ent of Expressionism  in litera tu re , and 
especially in  p o e try ; and the  m odernist developm ent 
which H itle r checked has been tak en  up again w ith 
renewed vigour in  the  years since 1945, as we can 
see in  the  works of poets otherwise as different from  
one an other as Enzensberger and Celan. In  the 
lite ra tu re  of Spain and  of the Spanish-speaking 
Am ericas the  v ita lity  of the  poets— they  range from  
the  vigour of N eruda to  th e  severity  of N icanor 
P a rra— has perhaps surpassed th a t of th e  visual 
a rtis ts  produced by the  sam e group of cultures.

I t  will tak e  m any w riters, n o t ju s t  one w riter, to  
rem edy this situation  where English is concerned, 
b u t D avid  Jaffin is certain ly  one of the  few who 
seem to be aw are of the  problem . His poems are 
brief, and a t  a first reading look very  simple. I t  is 
only as we re-read them  th a t  we realize how subtly  
he handles his linguistic m aterial. M any of his m ost 
characteristic  effects come from  sm all b u t neverthe
less v ita lly  im p o rtan t displacem ents of words— from 
their usual function  or the ir usual context. Here 
are some exam ples, chosen alm ost a t  ran d o m : ‘Mem
ory lights the scent /o f lilac’— ‘W hen w in ter com es/ 
W e tak e  a book to ourselves/F rom  those long covered 
shelves/o f silence’— ‘Y ou touched /Y our fingers 
placed silence f in  place'.

This sensitiv ity  to  the  w eight and m eanings of 
words, and the  w ay in which the  m eaning can be
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altered by a num ber of different fa c to rs : context, 
gram m atical function, position in  the  line, the  
overall rhy thm  of the  poem —here is som ething 
which m akes it  clear th a t D avid Jaffin has noth ing 
to  do w ith ‘academ ic po e try ’ of a conventionally 
skilful kind.

One reason w hy we read poems is because th ey  re 
fresh the language, because th ey  bring words alive, 
and rub off the  tarn ish  which accum ulates in daily 
usage. This cleansing function is one of the  m ost 
im po rtan t the  poet can exercise, though it  is no t 
necessarily the  one w hich will m ake his w ork im 
m ediately popular. D avid Jaffin’s characteristic 
spareness and econom y m ake the  reader particu larly  
keenly aware o f his concern for good language, which 
m eans fresh and im m ediate language. H e deserves 
to  be read because he im proves and extends the 
instrum en t he uses.

E dw ard Lucie-Sm ith
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[I] P R E F A C E
The ten ta tiv e  ligh t of the 

w in ter dawn,
I ts  cold tru th  I b reak  w ith 

th is song;
Incom plete I  le ft the 

flower
Before m y lips could form 

its  presence.

G R E E N  S C A R F
I am  of th e  w in ter of 

your ey es:
The m ist

(the flower cold)
You circling on th a t  

field,
Y our green scarf 

(this circled sun),
The sorrow of our lo v e ;
W hy am ong the  clouds so 

shaped and solemn,
M emory lights th e  scent 

of lilac?
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W H E N  W IN T E R  C O M E S
W hen w inter comes 
We close the windows behind us, 
Seal off th a t last b it of cold 

from  w ith in us
A nd consider the  w arm th inside.
We are rooms then,
W ith em ptied spaces and shu tters 

w ithout,
Perfectly  planned we stand  to 
W ithin  the centre of ourselves 
And tu rn  th a t switch between 

light and darkness.
W hen winter comes 
W e tak e a book to  ourselves 
From  those long covered shelves 

of silence
And feel out the pages 

of sound
To our stretched ou t thoughts 

recede,
Touch to each a quickened vein 
A t a fire of our own 

ask ing :
W ine, and the w intered 

winds -without.
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G E T T IN G  O L D
You were getting  old they 

to ld  me,
The fires gone from  your face, 
B urned to  the  coolness of 

dim inished flame,
The hea t in  being constan t,
Coals th a t  kep t the ir purpose 

still;
You were getting  old they  

to ld  me,
H ands less quick to  grasp 
B u t slow to  yield 
As if  touch could replace th a t 
A ctive th o u g h t of yours—
And yes,
They to ld  me you sa t by  the 

fire now,
D ays on end, no t th ink ing 
A t all b u t w atching those flames 
D im inish to  the ir final 

glow.

U PO N  A ST ILL  GLASS
Ask in silence me,
The words have whispered 

found
as b rea th  upon a 

still glass
th en  cease to  be.
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AT E A SE
And th a t afternoon
We sa t a t ease, I had  w aited
Long for your coming,
W ith  ha t in hand 
And the winds had blown 
W hatever thoughts I had, 

away,
Before you came and we took 
A loaf of bread between 

us,
Sliced it  to  the last frag

m ents of sun
A nd it  was like looking

in,
You talked  and it  was 
Like looking in a door we’d 
A lready closed behind 
A nd all those seats were 

filled before,
The faces w anted to be 

away
B u t you brought them  nearer, 
C onstantly  nearer—
W as it your hands,
The quiet in tonation  of your 

voice?
A nd they  sat 
A nd we sat looking a t  the  

same th ing ,
A t a word we’d focused on, 
A nd the  candle on the  tab le 
S tanding a t  the  m iddle 
Blew repeatedly  upon its  

own flame.



T H A T  A F T E R N O O N  IN  S A L Z B U R G
I sit in the  afternoon.
I t  could be a garden 

here
A nd the  founta ins would be on 
T urning the ir clear light 
As people pass
Between rows o f gardened grass
I sit where I  am ,
Tim e and place are all the 
Sam e in th is ordered 

scene
I sit and th ink  
Or I come and go betw een 
These rows o f conscious 

sounds
N othing takes place.
People pass, the  founta ins are 
L it, on, flowers open out 
T heir face to  th a t  all consum ing 

sun
B u t the shadows are gathering 

sounds
The s till’s become cold 
A nd I ’ve grown conscious of 
These stones I ’m looking a t  
A nd sitting  on 
The sun sinks, its tendered 
L ight, a w ind w ithou t a m ark  
Q uicker now, each tim e the 
Shadows break , people pass as 
B irds tak e  flight

fa in te r still
from  here.
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W IT H  A C H A N G E  IN  T H E  W IN D S
Sadness came in the night 
W ith  a change in the winds 
I t  left snow,
I t  left a face of clearness,
I t  deceived for its own sake.
And in the  morning
W hen we heard  the  men working
Between the hills,
Sounds th a t  echoed out 
A nd birds th a t  circled there 
Self enclosed in shadow
W here th e  winds crossed as 

waves of sound
Sadness came th a t  n igh t 
A nd we felt i t  between ourselves, 
D istances there th a t  were 
Covered over too and deceptively 

clear.
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A T  N I G H T  B Y  T H E  F I R E
I t  is b e tte r  n o t to say. 
Quietness a t  least conceals.
I t  can be touched to 
The cloth w ork tu rn  of 

your hands 
A t n igh t by  the  fire 
W hen your face was a pause 

in the  shadows 
A nd flames sparkled  their 

th irs t
W e rem ained to  the  corners of 
T h a t room  we called fam iliar 

once
Concealing ourselves there 
F rom  th e  winds th a t  to ld  

w ith out
And the flames th a t  burned 

the ir cause away.
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T H A T  ROOM
There m ust be quiet 
And there m ust be beau ty , 
W hichever w ay the  world

goes
H ere it  stays still,
H ere it  is b rought to  and 
Here it  shall find
As a chair in an em pty  

room,
H ard ly  noticed a t  first 
Concealing space where 
Y ou sa t, you as you 
A nd draw n to  w ith in  the 
Qualities of yourself.
L et us close th a t  door now 
To silence and to  beau ty  
A nd to  rest, and le t us 
L isten in th a t  calmed 

stillness
To the  voice of our own 

concealed voice.
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I
The sun is broken,
I ts  face of glass reflected the  

im age I—
N o t th e  I of myself,
B u t th e  glass, the  im age 

reflected.
F ear is of tw o wings 

(flight b u t  shadow)
T h a t distils th is  silence, the

aw kw ard pain—
F ea r th a t  these eyes would 

m eet them selves
th a t  dream  was b u t  fancy, 

o f clo th woven
th a t  when I  touched  your 

hand
I t  was only th e  wind, 

and i.

17



D Y IN G
I t  was th a t  room again,
The same and ever present and walked 

into
As the  sea w ith  its life like 
Sounds th a t  could have been draw n even 

closer once
He stirred , the  ligh t 
Changed and his eyes were half 

expectan t
As she came in his m ind 
Down those corridors of 

sound
And he though t of sum m er then ,
The stillness of being loved,
The counting ou t of things 

together, and after
( th a t  ligh t changed)

N ot a t  a m om ent to  be taken  
in hand

Or w ith  a sw itch
He lay in shadow 
Conscious of those sheets th a t 

couldn’t  cool
A bout him  nigh t closed it 

self round ,
The ringing ou t of stars 
A nd th a t b righ t, ap paren t 

moon
I t  was th a t  room  again,
The same and ever present and 

w alked into
He prepared, he neared his 

own parting .



C L O S E D  B E H I N D
A nd when we w ent a b it fu rther 
The fence closed behind.
I t  swang, th e  w ay R obert F rost 
W rote o f birch swingers,
B u t it  closed. I t  w asn’t  our choice.
W e d idn ’t  even th ink  of it  then,
N ot till la te r, th e  sun had 
Climbed over the  hill before us 
And w in ter was a t  its  b righ test 
Despite those shifting shades and 
T he pastel sky th a t  added a 
Tone o f lightness to  our step 
As we passed th roug h  the  pow dered 
Snow and noticed row upon row 
H ow  th a t  fence had  widened itse lf out 
U n til we were closed w ith in
And when we w ent a b it fu rther 
W e cam e to  a wood.
I t  was ligh t a t  first,
Combs of b irch  stood a t  the  sides 
B u t before we realized where we 
W ere it  had  darkened,
The trees becam e higher, the 
Snow deeper, th e  world 
D arker, and we couldn’t  th ink , n o t 
Even then , of tu rn in g  back,
W e k ep t going on and on
D eeper and deeper in to  th a t  closing
D arkness u n til a t  once
I lit a flame to  m y fingers to
T ake th a t  cold away
A nd w hen I looked you w eren’t
There and I tu rn ed  round  to  where
W e’d been before, b u t
O ur steps had  blown away.
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IN  L IG H T
You were alone in  a room. 
The light lit you 
I t  fell where you were 
And folded your hands 

together
Creating a m om ent 
You touched
Y our fingers placed silence 

in place
R ethink ing sounds 
Recollecting thoughts
You closed th a t  door 

quietly , behind 
W ent out, in to  the 

sun
Y our dress creased 
Y our m ind absorbed light 
Y our fingers ceased to 

th ink
For them selves
As you stepped quickly in 

stead
Aside from  w h at you 

though t
A nd were gone in  a 
M om ent of shadow and 

shade.



L A T E  H A R V E S T
The last fru it is alm ost in,
The fields will be stubble 

an d  stone
A nd w h at we’ve forgo tten  to  tak e , 

dried,
The trees will loose the ir leaves
As you did for me once, 

your hair,
A nd th a t  sun will tu rn  cold, 

to  touch.
L et us walk now,
L et us take  hands, for we are 

less th a n  this.
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[II] AT T H E  G A TE
H ere, w aiting a t  the  gate 
The sun slipped quickly through 

m y hands
As the scales o f a fish 
Left shining in light
Steel touched I  stood 
W here the  sky had ceased to  

move in me 
Its  clustered sounds of 

snow
The stroking of the  winds
Trees stepped, footwise 

higher
For the leaves to  tu rn  
Their stillness

out
A nd the gate,
Prefigured, cold w atching 

night.
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E N C O U N T E R E D
T h a t day
Cold and  clear as a conscious 

flame
I feared as I fear m yself now, 
N ot knowing how it  came to 

th is ,
Cold and clear 
As ligh t th a t  w ants itself, a 
B rightness w ithou t cause you 

came,
Eyes w anton  flame,
N earer to  m y own th a n  this 
T h a t flesh I called 

myself,
M arbled /spoken stone see

ing presence there.

23



19 D A Y S
For 19 days 
We d idn’t  see the  sun
I t  disappeared over 
n igh t we grew closer
to  ourselves 
in  the  cold m ist
followed our steps 
from  behind
listening to sound 
the  touched-presence of
stone
W hat we couldn’t  see 
we felt, even
if  the  cold num bed 
our hands we w ent
w ithou t hats
th a t  space could be heard
W e k ep t close together 
b reath ing  th e  w arm ed air
W e w anted room s to  be 
lit when we came,
identified the ir space
W e stood before m ir
rors hours a t
a tim e looking a t 
our eyes those 19 days
w ith ou t sun.



L A D D E R
T h a t ladder 
led its  w ay from  
place to  place
of form er chance, 
traced  the  
cause (barely con
strued) deci
phered then ,
hands held fast 
feet secure
One w anted  more 
scope tow ard
th e  top  it 
came, th a t  lad 
der led the  
sam e w ay down.



C IT I E S
This tim e we had to pass 
walls we couldn’t  climb
T hey were preconceived 
as an eye th a t  closes 
w ith  a sw itch
They stared  through 
fountains, hollowed 
stillness as a wom an
petitions coldness w ith 
the  touch of a n a 
ked hand
N ight descended still 
w ithout stars
the  moon a foil 
to  itself.



N E A R I N G  S P R I N G
A m an’s p ic ture 
T aken  in the  papers, worn 

w ith  th e  p rin t,
A pipe leaning beside 

on a tray
Pursuing its own aimless 
w ay in  th a t em ptied 

room
No one sits there,
A radio could be on 
The cu rta ins could be hung 

to  appear bright
P erhaps a c a t’s 
Creeping along th e  roof, 
K eeping its paws close 

to  its own sounds
A nd perhaps the ra in ’s been 

tu rn ed  on
A nd th e re ’s a vacancy of 

light,
A dullness of grass
N earing spring 
I  could read  it from  your 

face,
W h a t’s been w orn and 
W here th e  p r in t’s 

com ing loose.
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ON  H IS  IL L N E S S
H e felt the  leaves 

run dry,
In  the blue sunlight
He was cold to  thought,
The abstractions of 

tim e
He asked if the  flower 

could bleed its
scent away.

A Q U A R IU M
They’ve never tho u gh t th a t  way, 
L ight m eans noth ing to  them  
only the  borders of sound,
The cold rim m ed glass
As they  run  
T h a t flash of steel the ir 

prism ic thoughts 
Closed in to the sun o f the ir own 

unconscious selves
Those scales, th a t
L ight m eans noth ing to  them
only the  borders of sound,
The cold rim m ed glass.
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S T E P S  IN  S N O W
There were steps there
T h a t led across the  snow, clearly,
F rom  th is house to the  road.
I  rem em ber how th ey  looked a t  first, 
The im pression th a t  th ey  m ade of 
D istinctness, freshness
T h a t I could alm ost feel the 
Boots m eet th a t  crush of snow and 
The clear im pressions they
Left, after. And
Then it  froze, w in ter sank  to
I ts  deepest poin t and
Those steps hardened  then ,
W ithou t person, in tom hed in a 
C ertain stillness as the
M ark of a previous age.
A nd now i t ’s m elting, th a t  p a th  
I tse lf  is thaw ing  and it
No longer m eets th e  road,
A nd it  doesn’t quite s ta r t  from  
The house, and  a t tim es 
Between it  can’t  rea lly  find 
Its  own w ay out.
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IN  T H E  G L A S S  O F  W I N T E R
He had never heard  himself.
E verything has sound he 
thought, the  trees
need wind the  clouds 
snow b u t they  can be
heard.
W hen he was 8 
he saw him self once
in  a m irror 
im agined his death
Eyes can’t  see them 
selves w ithout glass
He knew he’d p u t this 
edge to  him self
I t  took 4 years 
before he began to  listen
usually  in the  rain
if  he heard  hard  enough 
and saw shadows
He though t he’d felt 

him self
b u t once a bird passed 
and he knew he was

gone
Or if  he listened 
long enough



there  was only rain 
B u t now
a t 36 he’s stopped 
listening
he’s p u t the  shades 
where he w ants
b u t a t  n igh t 
every once in  a while
H e looks a t  th e  m oon 
touches the dark
an d ’s afraid.

31



A G IN G
The day closed as a cu rta in
folded a t  either end
certain  to m eet a t the 

m iddle—
W inds w aste aw ay 

ou t there
You found the ligh t and
com bed your hair,
pursued thoughts th a t 

w eren’t  there ;
Tim e recedes, as 

touch
You felt very  m uch 

th a t  way
(w ithout feeling a t  all)
E xcept the b righ t of 

day
closed as a cu rta in
folded a t  either

end.

32



M IS C O N C E IV E D
As we sa t by  th e  fire, 
P reserved the  w in ter’s flame
I touched your hand 
observed th e  sam e
Forgo t precisely th e  ad 
eq uate nam e for such

feelings;
P resum ed the  presence of 

flowers
assum ed it  was May,
B u t you, m y dear

exclaim ed 
T h a t’s a long tim e

away.
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E S T A B L IS H E D
Can you im agine her now 
W ith  children steeped from head to 

toe
In  a flowing gown and 
All th a t regalia of justice,
She who spat upon her m other’s knee, 
W ho tau g h t her m asters oft 
A lesson or two,
E x tended  her tongue (when she was 
still quite young) between 
The upper tee th  and the garlicked 
Dungeons of her lower m outh?
Can you imagine her now 
Treading the church w ith  a draw n down 

brow
And all the appearance of a som ew hat 

contem plation
W hen she used to kick betw een the  chairs 
A nd mimic the w orthy airs of an 

elder generation?
Can you th ink  of her as s ta te ly  
And fine, jewelled and gowned 
In  the  prism ic order of 

the  present?
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A L L  B E F O R E
She had  danced it  all before. 
Swung softly  to  the 

right
H ips swayed, asked casually 
I f  you liked the  featu red  

p a rts ,
The p re ttied  portions of her 
Face appearing on the 

fam ily page
A t leng th  she crossed 

her legs,
A djusted  the  smile 
P aused awhile raising th a t 

glass
To those tu rn ed  up 
lips flittered  aw ay am ong 

the  guests.



B A L L R O O M  S C E N E  ( A F T E R  
F R A N C E S C O  D E  G U A R D I)

The world’s tu rned  cold, 
Naked for the  m ind 
And the eye to  be
hold its solitary light
As tru th  once told, 

disenchanted;
Touch defined, 
Crystalled light the 
Mind as glass
To its cause, insuf

ficiently.



B R I D G E
The winds are sharp,
The w aters cu t w ith  a 

blade
The sky should be steel 

blue
W hatever I  touch shines 

cold in m y hands
Thoughts edged in  glass
The m irrored fram e of 

fear
This cold glistens its
Sound and the  waves are m oved 

by  swans
T ucked in the ir wings
As persons closed in the  folds of 

the ir coats
A bridge crosses th e  w ater 

from  either side
Steps th a t  can’t  be heard
W e’ve to ld  to  ourselves
A nd don’t  lead as sounds, 

to .
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O N  A W E D N E S D A Y  A F T E R N O O N
Somewhere he’s sitting  and th ink ing 

him self out
on a park  bench
beneath  barren  trees
and self accustom ed stones
on a W ednesday afternoon.
H e hears the  sounds of his 

own thoughts
H e’s listening closely.
Shadows blow in the wind 

quickly
His hand  touches wood.
H e’s try ing  to  stand  

now
Children jum p squares be

side him
A founta in  should be on 

b u t isn’t
He tu rns now and’s going 

home.



V A C A N C IE S  O F  S O U N D
This room  is dying in 

m y heat
The sun draws its flames 

from  me
Flowers stain  
th a t  I cu t w ith  m y bare 

hands
in  the  w indow ’s light
As a fire rubbed  to  the 
quick of its  own

th irs t
The colours run 
In to  pools of s tagnan t 

stream s
I close th e  windows for m y 
eyes to  look ou t of

noth ing w ith in 
except the  vacancies of 

sound
The c ity  held from  its 
b rea th  as a w ind w ith 

out touch
I sleep the  final sleep 

of death .












