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Abstract

Landscape reflects and informs the history which shapes it, the society of which it forms
a part, and the culture and identity of its inhabitants. An introduction provides a brief
survey of contemporary pastoral poetry, identifying two main strands, the Romantic and
the social-pastoral traditions. Further chapters discuss the relations between landscape,
society, history and identity in the work of Sean O’Brien, Peter Didsbury and Michael
Hofmann. Sean O’Brien’s poetry depicts ‘marginal’ post-industrial locations both as the
subjects of historical forces and as idyllic; interrogates received English idylls; and
substitutes localised idylls based in childhood experiences. Peter Didsbury draws on
similar landscapes and a similar sensibility, but shows a more oblique engagement with
history and poetic tradition; his treatment of landscape and local identity is also notable
for its religious and rhetorical elements; and his creation of pastoral idylls is located
resolutely in the contemporary here-and-now. The tenor of Michael Hofmann’s work is
different: his landscapes are typically dystopian; rather than drawing on a local identity
determined by landscape, childhood experience or local culture, his work shows a gap
between the idylls and narratives of European high culture and the contemporary world
as experienced locally; and his use of temporary homes as locations reflects his style’s
restless performance of temporary identity. The thesis is accompanied by a creative
project consisting of two elements: a collection of shorter poems and an extended
sequence. The former develops such themes as the identification of self and culture with
a landscape, the religious treatment of place and provincial culture, and the outsider
figure as an analogue of the marginal landscape; and such formal features as the
Horatian ode, apostrophe, prosaic and metered lineation, and the collision of high
rhetoric with prosaic contemporary subject matter. The latter develops various features
of the pastoral through the narrative context of an inmate of a lunatic asylum in early
twentieth-century Central Europe, drawing on the formal materials of outsider art as

well as the content of the thesis.
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Preface

This project comprises a critical thesis and a body of creative work. The thesis traces
the pastoral genre in the work of three contemporary poets. The creative work consists
of two elements: a collection of poems and a separate sequence of poems, supported by
a critical commentary which discusses the relation between the critical and creative
works and outlines the technical development of my creative work with particular

reference to the contents of the thesis.

The thesis makes original contributions to knowledge in the following areas: the
detailed reading of a contemporary pastoral tradition in the work of Sean O’Brien, Peter
Didsbury and Michael Hofmann; identification and analysis of the Gothic in O’Brien
and Didsbury; and the use of classical and traditional culture in Didsbury and Hofmann.
The creative work makes original contributions in the appropriation and contemporary
use of traditional forms such as the apostrophe and Horatian ode, particularly in the
collision between traditional rhetoric and contemporary material; and in the extended

treatment of pastoral through the medium of outsider art in the sequence Broken Tiles.
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If this county were a sea (that is solid rock
Deeper than any sea) these hills heaving

Out of the east, mass behind mass, at this height
Hoisting heather and stones to the sky

Must burst upwards and topple into Lancashire.

“Your eye takes the strain’, and the moving landscape ‘haul[s] the imagination’; though
the choice of landscape is hardly accidental, its importance lies in the lived experience it
provides. Hughes’s practice varies, and it would be crude to suggest that he has no
interest in the social aspects of landscape. For example, it would be possible to read
Season Songs (2003: 305—44) as idylls and Moortown Diary (2003: 495-537) as
georgics; ‘Mayday on Holderness’ (2003: 60-1) brings socio-historical details to bear
alongside natural and visceral images. But these are exceptions to the general approach.
Remains of Elmet (2003: 453-93) registers human presence in the landscape in terms of
specific cultural items: ‘steep wet cobbles... cenotaphs... football pitches, crown
greens/Then the bottomless wound of the railway station (2003: 462; see also 455, 474—
5,475-6, 477-8, 482-3, 483). Yet such presences are repeatedly presented as ephemeral
and vulnerable (2003: 459, 462-3, 464, 467-8, 470, 478-9, 484-5, 488, 490, 492) in the
B lifeginle and presence of the inhuman landscape, whose sentience (2003: 455-6,458, — ———
459, 460, 463, 466, 468, 488) and figuration in primeval terms, particularly of heaven
and light (2003: 455-6, 457, 458, 458-9, 459, 459-60, 460, 464-5, 467-8, 46970,
472-3, 474, 488-9, 490, 491), makes clear its primacy in Hughes’s imaginative schema.

The social world functions predominantly as a foil the to primeval world.

There is a significant relation between Hughes’s technique and the claim that his poetry
‘has sometimes been too much in thrall to a powerful cultural image of Hughes’s poetic
personality... an isolated and embattled figure... the hero’ (Webster 1984). The notion of
the poet as a seer, an individual to whom privileged knowledge of the world is
vouchsafed through experience, draws on Renaissance and classical tradition; Sidney
writes that ‘[almong the Romans a Poet was called Vates, which is as much as a Diviner,
Fore-seer, or Prophet [blessed with] hart-ravishing knowledge’ (Sidney 1997: 86). But it
is also particularly pertinent to the Romantic poets; it is not just the subject matter of his

early books which makes Hughes a Nature poet.

The same notion also underlies Seamus Heaney’s persona: ‘Heaney is the successor to

Wordsworth, in that he... thinks through images of nature as a means to explore love,



politics and his role as writer’ (Gifford 1999: 97). Although Heaney is arguably a more
socially and politically engaged poet than Hughes, the Romantic mediation and
interpretation of individual experience remains his primary concern. Early poems like
‘Digging’ (Heaney 1998: 3—4) use the landscape as the historical lens through which the

poet sees his own identity:

But I've no spade to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumbscrew
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.

Nature and landscape becomes the medium for the Romantic poet to ‘divine’ his truths
(Heaney 1998: 13). The ‘Glanmore Sonnets’ (1998: 163—172) use a pastoral retreat as
the setting for a meditation on landscape and romantic love; their relation to the
Romantic tradition is explicit (1998: 165). Again, Heaney is too various a poet to ignore
the social aspects of landscape; the relationships between landscape, language and
politics are a recurrent theme, for example in a cluster of poems from Wintering Out

(1998: 434, 46, 53, 54, 55, 56-7) in which the landscape becomes oracular (1998: 55).

Heaney and Hughes. In Peter Riley’s The LIyn Writings (2007) the poet returns
repeatedly to the same landscape, using a variety of forms to explore both personal and
social concerns. Alice Oswald works in the tradition of Ted Hughes (see Oswald 2005,
2006; Riley has described it as ‘refus[ing] the widest political and even social agendas
in favour of a contribution to an authentic realisation of individual experience’ (Riley
2006)), but her best work, Dart (2002), departs from the Romantic model by quoting
and depicting a community of voices in her treatment of landscape (a river), extending

the poem’s concern beyond individual experience and into the social.

Set against the Romantic tradition of Hughes and Heaney is a pastoral tradition whose
primary interest is in landscape as a social phenomenon and a metonym for society.
Sean O’Brien’s poetry, though mediated by personal experience and personal visions of
geography, society and history, concerns not the individual’s experience of landscape
but the landscape’s reflection of social and historical conditions. While Hughes finds
transcendent images for individual objects, O’Brien enumerates realist detail in order to

build up a complex picture of a landscape or culture; the individual image bears less



weight because the individual’s experience of landscape is not the primary concern.
Rather, landscape is presented as shaped by, and shaping, social and historical
conditions; and the particular post-industrial, derelict landscapes depicted imply
pastoral comparisons with both metropolitan centres and idyllic countryside. O’Brien
shares with both Hughes and Heaney an interest in idealising his ‘home’ landscape, but
in his work this is often achieved not through transfiguring images but through the
combination of pastoral conventions such as the name and notion of Arcadia with realist
detail, insisting on the post-industrial landscape’s paradisal features. His interest in
history is more explicit — the past may enter the present landscape through the
mechanism of ghosts — as is his interest in speaking for the people ignored and silenced
by official histories. The latter concern is also present in the work of Eavan Boland,
particularly Outside History (Boland 1990), where notions of both nationality and
gender are implicated in such silencing. ‘That the Science of Cartography is Limited’
(Hulse et al: 52) wryly examines the relations between history, humanity, landscape and

the representation of landscape.

Peter Didsbury shares much of O’Brien’s sensibility, no doubt partly through having

inhabited the same landscape for much of his life. He is also interested in the

“intersections of landscape, history and society, but the connections his work makes are

usually more oblique. His work is often described as postmodernist, but also has strong
traditional elements, including an interest in high rhetoric. His treatments of landscape
and society include religious elements, and his interest in personal epiphanies (almost
always tied to the experience of place) mean he is indebted to the Romantic tradition as
well as the social pastoral one. History and high rhetoric are even more evident in the
pastorals of Geoffrey Hill, for example The Orchards of Syon (2002). The tone and
register of much of Hill’s work is relentlessly high, and the historical element can
outweigh the contemporary to the extent that any sense of pastoral social comment is
negated (e.g. 1985: 70-7); but when the balance between historical rhetoric and
contemporary detail is achieved, as in Mercian Hymns (1985: 103-34), vivid portraits of
local English identity are the result.

Finally, several poets typically present dystopian views of landscape. Michael Hofmann
presents contemporary landscapes through a detached, metropolitan voice, not grounded
like most of the other poets discussed here in a particular national or local identity, but

rather tracing the ways in which cultural and literary identities prove inadequate to local
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characters of low social status, although I do discuss outsider figures as the inhabitants
and analogues of such landscapes. I focus particularly on the use of pastoral for social
criticism, and for expressing and exploring dichotomies between ideals and perceived
realities. (I am aware that the term ‘social criticism’ is a rather crude one, but I use it to
describe engagement with wider social and cultural matters outside the merely personal
and the strictly geographical.) I am interested in pastoral poetry which ‘expressively

embodies... cultural and moral tensions’ (Ettin 1984: 105).

This functional approach means that imagery need not pertain to ‘nature’ or the
countryside. For example, Michael Hofmann’s ‘The Magic of Mantovani’ (1983: 28)
locates its interrogation of childhood idylls in a cinema; more generally his work
contrasts imagined, remembered and literary idylls with experienced contemporary
dystopias. This is not to say that pastoral imagery is always absent. In Hofmann’s case
key landscapes include metropolitan suburbs and Cold-War countryside threatened with
nuclear destruction, though interiors are also important settings in his work. Meanwhile
Sean O’Brien’s pastorals are often set in places which blur the boundary between public
and private, such as municipal parks, railway land, shopping centres, riverbanks and
disused urban locations, and Peter Didsbury’s in more domestic locations such as
gardents, as well as the sfreets of provincial towns. It should be obvious how such
settings both reflect and influence the social critiques which are played out in them, and

part of my task here is to examine the role played by pastoral imagery in the poets’

social visions, including visions of cultural identity.

This last consideration is significant, because a key feature of English pastoral has been
its role idealising Englishness and other forms of cultural identity. John Lucas writes
that ‘pastoral implies a vision of social relationships, harmoniously structured,
hierarchically ordered, and succoured by full creativity’ (1990: 4). This formulation may
be thought to imply that pastoral is a fundamentally conservative genre, emphasising the
stability and harmony of its social subject matter. Indeed, critics including Raymond
Williams, Roger Sales, and John Barrell and John Bull have provided narratives of the
pastoral tradition as politically conservative. Thus Williams:

Poets have often lent their tongues to princes, who are in a position to pay or

to reply. What has been lent to shepherds, and at what rates of interest, is

much more in question. It is not easy to forget that Sidney’s Arcadia, which

gives a continuing title to English neo-pastoral, was written in a park which

had been made by enclosing a whole village and evicting the tenants

11



(Williams 1975: 33).
And Barrell and Bull:

At the outset, the Pastoral is a mythical view of the relationship of men in
society, at the service of those who control the political, economic, and
cultural strings of society... [T]he pastoral vision is, at base, a false vision,
positing a simplistic, unhistorical relationship between the ruling, landowning
class — the poet’s patrons and often the poet himself — and the workers on the
land; as such its function is to mystify and to obscure the harshness of actual

social and economic organization. (Barrell and Bull 1982: 4).

Seamus Heaney comments that ‘this sociological filleting of the convention is a bracing
corrective to an over-literary savouring of it as a matter of classical imitation and
allusion, but it nevertheless entails a certain attenuation of response’ (Heaney 1975:
174). And, in relation to Heaney’s own work, Iain Twiddy points out that ‘although
pastoral literature has settled generic elements and seemingly offers a stable view of the
world, its purposes and effects vary’ (2006: 51). He goes on to quote Edna Longley’s
argument that far from being synonymous with mere ‘escapism’, pastoral is defined by
tensions between opposites, ‘between Nature and culture, Nature and agriculture, Nature
and society, Nature and art, “bee-loud glade” and invasive history’ (Longley 2000: 90),
adding that ‘these tensions recognise change’ (Twiddy 2006: 51). The critical

7p<;réi3ectives of Williams and Barrell, while useful, do not tell the whole story about
their materials. Indeed the ‘dual presence’ in pastoral of ‘town and country, idealisation
and realism, celebration and regret, indicates a tension that is fundamental to the

“pastoral space™’ (Gifford 1999: 17).

Just as the notion of pastoral I am using does not depend on a simple dichotomy
between city and countryside, nor does it involve simple good/bad value judgements.
Hofmann’s visions of his landscapes are largely dystopian, but involve rebukes both to
contemporary social life and to the (often artistic and literary) ideals they diverge from.
Didsbury’s attitude to provincial and domestic landscapes are mainly but not
straightforwardly celebratory (‘The Hailstone’ offers social criticism — ‘it had
something to do with class/and the ownership of fear’ — in the midst of a quasi-religious
vision of the provincial town). O’Brien’s landscapes manage to be simultaneously (and
sometimes problematically) both dystopian and idealising, maintaining a tension
between a critical attitude to historical conditions and a lyrical identification with the

cultural identities depicted.

12
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insisting on the importance of history in shaping landscapes and society may emphasise
the historical past at the expense of the historical present, leading the reader to suppose
that the contemporary moment is defined not so much by its own characteristics as by
the lack of what has gone before — the phenomenon of the pastoral Golden Age, even if

the representation is not so simple.

It is useful to describe the history which functions as ‘before’ in this model. Thomas
Osborne cites ‘D. J. Taylor’s surmise that what unites many English post-war writers,
and what accounts for a certain characteristic kind of realism in their works, is the
cultural experience of disappointment; or, as Taylor aptly terms it, diminishment’
(Thomas Osborne 44). It is interesting that Taylor’s description of postwar writers is
brought forward by Osborne to cover Larkin and Hughes, and remains apt when
brought forward again to the contemporary era. Osborne registers the prolongation of a
historical moment when he argues that ‘Post-war Britain was — is — a postcolonial
country’ (Thomas Osborne 44; Osborne’s italics). In fact it makes better sense to talk
not of prolongation but of repetition:

[1]t could be said that out of the 1950s swells an entire experience of

‘Englishness’, even it seems for later generations. The 1950s represent, in

that sense, a kind of ‘central case’, as philosophers of science might say, of

the experience of English diminishment. (Thomas Osborne 57)

This is certainly true for Sean O’Brien, whose pastoral visions revolve around 1950s
Britain; though not perhaps for Michael Hofmann, whose sense of the contemporary as
diminished is less dependent on notions of national identity. It is worth noting too that
the aesthetic of the everyday, which Osborne traces in Larkin as a product of the
postwar mood, surfaces, much-chang;d but recognisable, in Peter Didsbury’s

celebration of everyday experience.

It is not just a sense of a historical afterwards that defines the contemporary moment in
these poets’ work. Specific historical circumstances are brought into play, whether these
relate to British imperial history (O’Brien) or modern European history (Hofmann).
Hofmann’s Cold-War landscapes trace the continuing force of imperialism. Moreover,
O’Brien and Didsbury remain in emotional dialogue with Empire and with imperially
committed ideas, idylls and images, usually in some or other wistful or elegiac tone.
Even poets clearly hostile to Empire and its history may find it hard to pick apart

historical oppression from numinous detail. As a result these poets’ work is
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contemporary in the value-laden sense that they address questions of cultural identity in
a way which takes account of both the weight of history and the challenge of the
contemporary moment. Although ‘European imperialism still casts a considerable
shadow over our own times’ (Said 1994: 4), the passage of time is distorting that

shadow in interesting ways.

The historical contexts which inform recent and contemporary pastoral poetry in
English may be crudely summarised, then, by pointing to the decline and fall of the
British Empire, but such a picture may be deceptive. For example, the consciously
working-class poetry of Douglas Dunn and Tony Harrison might be related to the end of
Empire via the breakdown of the class system, but the nature of such a relation is
unclear: which phenomenon causes the other, and how are other factors (e.g. social
changes associated with the two World Wars) to be taken account of? It is not my
purpose here to pursue a historical thesis about the nature of late-twentieth century
society, so the historical context in use must remain impressionistic. But postcolonial
criticism is a useful lens for viewing the material. Several key features of postcolonial
criticism are readily applicable to the poetry I discuss. In particular, O’Brien and
Didsbury both exhibit a fascination with the ‘compelling seductions of colonial power’
(Gandhi 1998: 4); O’Brien’s poems frequently gesture towards death and blankness, a
wiping away of history which strikingly recalls the postcolonial ‘will-to-forget’ (Gandhi
1998: 4); and the sense of living in a historical ‘afterwards’ in O’Brien and Hofmann

may be related to a ‘postcolonial limbo between arrival and departure’ (Gandhi 1998:7).

Meanwhile O’Brien’s interest in speaking for the people ignored and oppressed
(literally and/or culturally) by empire satisfies the description of postcolonial literature
as ‘negotiating... the once tyrannical weight of colonial history in conjunction with the
revalued local past’ (Hutcheon 1991: 169). And all three poets demonstrate interest in

concern with the notion of marginalization, with the state of what we could

call ex-centricity. In granting value to (what the centre calls) the margin or

the Other, the post-modern challenges any hegemonic force that presumes

centrality, even as it acknowledges that it cannot privilege the margin without

acknowledging the power of the centre (Hutcheon 1991: 170).

Indeed, the pastoral resonances of such a characterisation are obvious, from the
dichotomy between centre and margin to the ambiguity of its valuations. In context
Hutcheon is discussing the meeting-point of postmodernism and postcolonialism. I

prefer to avoid the term ‘postmodern’ altogether as now useless in criticism of

16



contemporary poetry. But there seems a good case for characterising the contemporary

pastoral as postcolonial, and to some extent I am happy to do so.

Yet I am reluctant to label these poets firmly as ‘postcolonial’ or ‘postimperial’, because
to do so is reductive. The poems’ relations to empire may be explicit (O’Brien 1987:
64), but usually they are more oblique or delicate than that. Their social visions are
complex, particular and local; the end of empire is an important factor, but must not be
overemphasised. For example, to describe O’Brien’s explorations of history as
postimperial is to collapse them into a single (centralised) historical narrative which
then must serve as a rather abstract and crude basis for the lyrical effects these
explorations evoke. Moreover, O’Brien’s interest in speaking for the people ignored by
empire and imperial historiography seems ill-served by a theoretical approach which
defines itself in relation to a metropolitan centre, however oppositionally. Meanwhile
Michael Hofmann’s interest in empire is intermittent and often incidental, yet he shares
with O’Brien and Didsbury certain tones, locations and preoccupations which indicate
that all three should be seen as working in and addressing a particular historical

moment.

Aside from the shared interest in pastoral, I identify a number of other similarities in the
work of the poets. Didsbury and Hofmann make use of classical culture in ways that go
beyond deference to ancient authority. Didsbury and O’Brien make use of the unreal
and the grotesque in order to insist on the transcendent nature of their everyday subject
matter. There is a case for seeing this ‘mixing of the fantastic and the realist’ as a form
of magic realism (Hutcheon 1991: 169), but I think it is better described as drawing on

the Gothic. The Gothic shares concerns with both postcolonialism and pastoral:

an historical examination of the Gothic and accounts of postcolonialism
indicate the presence of a shared interest in challenging post-enlightenment
notions of rationality. In the Gothic, as in Romanticism in general, this
challenge was developed through an exploration of the feelings, desires and
passions which compromised the Enlightenment project of rationally
calibrating all forms of knowledge and behaviours. The Gothic gives a
particular added emphasis to this through its seeming celebration of the
irrational, the outlawed and the socially and culturally dispossessed (Hughes
& Smith 1; my italics).
All three frameworks — pastoral, postcolonial, Gothic — depend on oppositions between

norms and others, centres and elsewheres.

17



In each chapter I discuss pastoral forms and pastoral images in the work of the poet,
tracing his particular engagement with historical and social concerns and the particular
critical and technical challenges he presents. While all three tie their presentation of
landscape to the social elements of their work, each is predominantly interested in a
different landscape, and I hope to show how in each case the type and tone of landscape
depicted reflects and supports the poet’s social vision. All three poets are also concerned
with dissent in various forms: O’Brien’s is the most obvious, a political dissent
expressed not only in his choice of landscapes but also in his interest in criminals,
tramps and outsider figures; Hofmann’s cynical persona dissents from the liberal society
in which he moves; and Didsbury, while rarely achieving great amplitude of social or
political complaint, offers a form of dissent in his retreat from the wider social world
into a dream-filled, often antiquarian domestic vision. All three poets remain susceptible
like most pastoral writers to a charge of quietism, defeatism or retreat from social
problems; ‘the epic is a constant challenge for the pastoral poet, an implicit rebuke to
the lyricist’s “slender” song, which is its diametric opposite, in much the same way as
the heroic life is a challenge to private leisure’ (Ettin 1984: 17). Such a charge is only

met by individual poems achieving success on their own terms.
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Chapter 2: Sean O’Brien’s marginal Arcadia

My purpose here is to consider the pastoral features of Sean O’Brien’s poetry, and in
particular how pastoral’s mode of social commentary and criticism is translated into a
contemporary setting. The primary pastoral features I discuss are: a concern with certain
‘marginal’ landscapes as the sites of value; the depiction of such landscapes, often
associated with childhood, as idyllic; the depiction of the same landscapes as registers
of history and particularly of historical injustice; and the interrogation of received

English idylls and myths as dangerous and seductive.

1 Public Poetry

Sean O’Brien’s poetry is conspicuously public in character. He has said: ‘I don’t tend to
view poetry as personal in the sense in which it’s sometimes sentimentally thought of as
being; I’m interested in expressing what’s going on in the imagination, and if the
imagination has any function then it’s ultimately a public one’ (interview with the BBC
Third Ear programme, quoted in Woodcock 1998: 38). The purpose of this chapter is to
show how this concern with the public generates a contemporary pastoral poetry,
particularly how the representation of place can become part of a conversation about
public values. O’Brien has praised Douglas Dunn for his success in ‘relating place to
the concealed larger context’ (quoted in Watt 1991: 175), and this has been a
characteristic feature of his own work. But this attempt to mediate English landscapes
involves interrogating the mediations — English myths and idylls — of the past. O’Brien
is ‘a very trenchant, very fierce critic of some of the things that have been done in the
name of England’, while retaining ‘a good deal of affection for the place’ (Watt 1991:
183); and he has said that:

I am interested in England and Englishness because I find the subject fascinating. The more
you think about it, the less you know, the less confidently you can speak about what it is to
be English. ... What common ground do the English have except certain historical
allegations that are made on their behalf? (quoted in Watt 1991: 183).

Moreover his ideas of England are often supplied by, and mediated through, artistic
representations, a fact which the poems recognise and exploit (e.g. ‘Special Train’s

depiction of ‘the indifferent/Grey-green that black-and-white made real’ (1995: 6)):

There are certain things which I hold to be somehow English, but they’re all inventions.

19



They are largely cultural products, works of art, or forms of entertainment, often of a
propagandist nature... I watch with great interest British films, of sometimes the thirties, but
usually the forties and fifties, which trade as part of their vocabulary of assumptions on an

idea of England (quoted in Watt 1991: 183).

Since he has also said that ‘any activity, from the simplest to the most elaborate, from
the most obviously public to the most allegedly private, is at bottom political’ (Third
Ear interview, quoted in Woodcock 1998: 38), it must be expected that O’Brien’s work
might constitute a variety of ‘urban pastoral’ (Padel 2002) much given to social
criticism. And indeed this is so; Ian Gregson has called O’Brien’s work ‘a poetry with
Leftist political preoccupations and a downright and aggressive social realist style’
(248), and this aspect of his work presumably lies behind O’Brien’s own claim to be
‘stateless’, ‘in [England] but not of it’ (Third Ear interview, quoted by Woodcock 1998:
36). I am not dealing directly here with such directly political pieces as ‘Summertime’
(1987: 18), ‘Song of the South’ (1987: 22), ‘London Road’ (1987: 28-9) or ‘Valedictory’
(2007: 46--8), which are too unequivocal to be of interest as pastoral. But ‘Unregistered’
(1987: 23), “Initiative’ (1987: 26-7) and ‘Trespass’ (1987: 21) are more successful while
remaining overtly politically positioned (‘The Police’ (2002: 19-20) is also more
successful and, like ‘The Lamp’ (2002: 22-3) and ‘Tides’ (2002: 24), shows an early
cross-fertilisation between O’Brien and Peter Didsbury). The bulk of the work is
powered by tensions between English ideas and realities, and between aesthetic
celebration of certain landscapes and political anger at the way those landscapes came

about.

Both these tensions suggest criticisms that the work must face. In the latter case one
might ask whether O’Brien’s aesthetic depends on the political marginalisation it affects
to deplore; while the former may depend on an over-simplified opposition between the
‘myths’ and ‘reality’ of English history. This second charge may be met by pointing out
how O’Brien’s pastoral proceeds largely from a number of cultural idylls and myths
picked up in childhood contrasted with a notion of ‘reality’ similarly grounded in
childhood experience. That ‘reality’ is thus just another personal, idyllic vision. In that
case the personal, lyrical-elegiac aspect of the poems ought to be emphasised over the
objective social-critical aspect. Such a reading may not satisfy O’Brien’s political
commitment, since it involves focusing on the mediation performed by the poems’

persona rather than the socio-historical material it mediates. Yet it might be a necessary
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step, not just in coming to treat the poems on their own ground rather than in terms of
the critic’s sympathy — or otherwise — with O’Brien’s politics, but also in recognising
the fact, embodied in a number of poems which inhabit ambiguously public and private
places, that the personal and the public are not easily separated. O’Brien has asserted
that the job of the poem ‘is to see the process as a whole, to see it entire; not to say
“There’s politics and here is the private life”, but to suggest that the two are inextricably
bound up with each other’ (7hird Ear interview, quoted in Woodcock 7998: 38). In
context he was defending his practice in opposition to an apolitical lyricism, but the
point also serves to confuse and partially undermine that practice, since the personal
prejudices and concerns of the public poet act not only to shape but also to distort and

limit the social analyses his poems perform.
2 Historical landscapes

An engagement with history motivates many O’Brien poems, including the bulk of
HMS Glasshouse, of which O’Brien has commented that ‘I ... think you could describe
it as a kind of “condition of England” book, not in any very programmatic fashion but
simply because a lot of the poems are concerned with post-war history, not from a
public point of view but from the point of view of a private occupancy of history, the
way in which events make themselves felt in the private life’ (quoted in Watt 1991:
174). But the collection begins not with a poem which examines the working or effects
of history but one which imagines a landscape from which history is absent. ‘Before’

(1991: 3—4) takes place in the early morning;:

This is before the first bus has been late
Or the knickers sought under the beds
Or the first cigarette undertaken,

Before the first flush and cross word.

The day’s activity stands for activity in general, the operation of history which makes

life a fluid and not a static affair. The calm before the storm is pleasant:

Make over the alleys and gardens to birdsong,

The hour of not-for-an-hour. Lie still.

and is identified clearly with the lack of a range of historical and social forces which are

criticised by implication:
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mediation arise. Often the emptiness is expressed through a noir style, as in ‘Thrillers
and Cheese’, which follows ‘Before’ in HMS Glasshouse. Despite O’Brien’s reputation
as a ‘realist’ (Gregson 1996: 248-9; Barry 2000: 118ff; Padel 2002), the line between
depicting objects and expressing the state of mind of the subject is often blurred. The
question is often having to be asked whether a poem describes ‘a scene [or] a condition
of the psyche’ (Woodcock 1998: 34). This indeterminacy may be illuminating or
problematic. On the one hand, a poem like ‘The Era’ is interestingly ambiguous about
whether it describes a historical condition or a subjective feeling about history; and on
the other a poem like ‘Cousin Coat’ seems to vacillate between public, objective and
personal, subjective views of history, in a way which poses a question for some of

O’Brien’s work.

While ‘Before’ erects and then undermines an idyll in which history is absent, in ‘The

Era’ O’Brien depicts a dystopian landscape using the same conceit:

The era we are entering,

You and I, our shrugging grocer
And the listener in the wall,
Won’t feel the lack of history.

The connection between such a state and a particular time and place is suggested if not

made clear by the lyrical scene-setting which follows:

There’ll be the dripping overflow
On green-brocaded brick,

The sound of nothing going on.
We’ll be waiting for muffled reports
From a neighbouring district,

But if they should come

We’ll do nothing

While in the streets the searchers go
From door to door

Holding the death-lists

And asking the victims

To find their own names.

There are two divergent readings which the poem, in its claim that the inhabitants

‘won’t feel the lack of history’, drily fails to differentiate between, leaving the reader
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unsure whether history is lacking from the world or just from the minds of its
inhabitants. The first reading is that the poem depicts a postmodern period in which
history (in the sense, for example, of an intelligible human and political narrative) is
actually lacking; the tone is fairly unequivocal in seeing this as a bad thing, but it
wouldn’t necessarily be a thing that could be remedied. The second reading is that the
inhabitants of the landscape are apathetic: they ‘won’t feel the lack of history’ not
because there is no history to be felt, but because in becoming disenfranchised from
their pasts and oblivious of the underlying historical process of the present, they have
become passive victims and do not know it. The second reading implies that in fact
history carries on as before, but people are ignorant of it. It is the more
straightforwardly political reading, and the one which, in the context of O’Brien’s
oeuvre, we might expect him to espouse. (Consider, for example, the poem ‘Nineties’,
which proceeds from the disbelieving ‘They tell me politics/And history are done’ to
make an oblique comparison between the living conditions of the poor of the 1890s and
the 1990s (2001a: 4-7).) But the ambiguity, which arises from the indeterminate relation
the speaker takes towards the world he depicts (Is he omniscient, or not? Is ‘won’t feel
the lack of history’ ironic?), is fruitful because it allows for both readings of the

historical landscape.

O’Brien’s sense of history as an uncomfortable fact which must be taken account of, if
not accepted — the discomfort is referred to in the wry train announcement in Downriver,
“We apologize for any delay and for the inconvenience history may have caused to your
journey’ (2001a: 73) — is a subject addressed directly in ‘Cousin Coat’ (1987: 47). Here
the coat is history-as-conscience weighing on the poet, a history whose remembrance is

a moral matter:

You are my secret coat. You’re never dry.

You wear the weight and stink of black canals.

You mean the North, the poor, and troopers sent

To shoot down those who showed their discontent.

Be with me when they cauterise the facts.
Be with me to the bottom of the page,
Insisting on what history exacts.

Be memory, be conscience, will and rage.
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Poems like ‘Souvenirs’ (1987: 24) and ‘Dry Sailors’ (1991: 35-6) are elegies for the lost
worlds of activity with which their passive dystopias contrast. They also acknowledge

that re-imagining the shipping lines is a poor second:

Becalmed at this table next door to a river
No one these days navigates,

The water-clerks, white suits in pawn,
Have boarded the island of restaurants

To sail theoretical oceans. (1991: 35-6)

This acknowledgment is significant because it aligns O’Brien’s own imaginative
explorations of the subject as largely ineffectual and middle-class (these are clerks, not
dockers). Note also the imperial ‘white suits’; the speaker of this poem says of the
closed shipping lines, ‘We know them the way we know Conrad,/By longing for water
but having to read it’ (1991: 35-6). Such discomfort is problematic and leads here to an
impulse towards blankness which is a repudiation of the (literary) history by which the
speaker feels himself both seduced and assaulted: to sail on ‘An ocean quite empty of

all but the weather/And us, and the log we shall quickly forget’ (1991: 36).

Parks are important locations for O’Brien’s pastoral, though the parks he describes are
only distantly related to the parkland pastoral tradition of Jonson, Carew and Marvell
(Raymond Williams 40ff). In ‘HMS Glasshouse’ (1991: 33), the glasshouse of the title,
a Victorian conservatory in Pearson Park in Hull (Woodcock 1998: 33), provides a link
between the sea and the downbeat urban landscape, and hence a means of relating the
high politics of the Falklands War (‘the Unterseeboot of the state’) to the social reality
of the neighbourhood (‘the park [which] offers... somewhere/To wait while appearing
to act”). Bruce Woodcock has pointed out that the glasshouse ‘epitomises something
strange and mysterious’ (1998: 33) in a location otherwise mundane, and that the use
O’Brien makes here of two ‘simultaneously particular and imaginary places, the two
blurring across each other as reality and imagination meet and inform each other in

peculiar ways’ (1998: 34) is a typical O’Brien device.

But the park doesn’t function only as a mundane reality off which imaginative conceits
may feed. It epitomises a landscape which O’Brien’s personae are at home in, and
contribute to the development of an aesthetic which finds such places attractive even as

it traces their role as symbols of disappointment and historical neglect. The pastoral
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love-song ‘The Park by the Railway’ (2002: 3—4) asks:

Where should we meet but in this shabby park

Where the railings are missing and the branches black?
Industrial pastoral, our circuit

Of grass under ash, long-standing water

And unimportant sunsets flaring up

Above the half-dismantled fair. Our place

Of in-betweens; abandoned viaducts

And modem flowers, dock and willowherb,

Lost mongrels, birdsong scratching at the soot

Of the last century (2002: 3).

The naming of the park as ‘our place’ is an example of O’Brien’s tendency to locate
‘home’ in disused public places. This tendency is the central concern of ‘Of Origins’,
another pastoral love-song which creates an idyll, this time not in a park but in ‘the
miles of railway land,/The scrub and hawthorn nowhere-much/That murderers and
children loved’ (1995: 19). “There too’ the poem says, among the cuttings, bridges and
embankments, ‘Was always afternoon, a cold/And comforting evasion of the rules’ —
bringing in two of O’Brien’s favoured tropes: the static idyll; and transgression and
outsiderdom (figured by the child’s freedom from adult rules but more ominously by the
murderers) as the human counterpart of the marginal landscape and as a moral (or

amoral) equivalent to the aesthetic value he locates there. It ends:

I sat inside the culvert’s mouth

Past teatime, smoking, waiting for the snow
And reading Penthouse. 1 insist:

Et in Arcadia Ego.

Clearly the primary sense of the last line is ‘that too was an idyllic childhood’, a claim
for the aesthetic and ideal qualities of that life and landscape. But there is also a reading
which makes the line spoken by a personified Death: even dispassionately realist
childhood idylls are based in a kind of innocence subject to disillusion in adulthood. In
a much later poem the poet returns in death to the ‘municipal Arcadia’ (2007: 80) of
Pearson Park (identified by the ‘glasshouse’ (2007: 81)) to find ‘the young myself still
sitting there’ as a ‘ghost’, and, failing to recognise the place as paradise, asks the
ferryman to go on to the next place; ‘There is no next, he said. This is the place’ (2007:
81).
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The outsider figure represented by ‘the madman of Hessle’ is the personal equivalent of
the marginal landscape O’Brien variously laments and celebrates. The interest of the
outsider for O’Brien is displayed most neatly in ‘“Trespass’, where the ‘you’ of the poem
(really a variant of ‘I’) ‘take[s] the smugglers’ road beneath the fields’ and contrasts
pointedly with ‘those/Who own [the fields], who are England’ (1987: 21; my italics).
The trespasser is an oppositional figure, more precisely an excluded figure who may not
call the landscape he inhabits ‘home’, even if he is the human analogue of it. The
countryside of ‘Trespass’ is recalled in ‘Interior’ (1995: 4-5), a longer and more
complex discussion of the relationship between material and cultural ownership; and the
theme of trespassing is revisited in ‘So Tell Me’ (1995: 24), a country-house poem
which also recalls Douglas Dunn’s ‘In the Grounds’ (1986: 101-2), linking O’Brien’s
trespassers implicitly with the battle over cultural ownership carried on by Dunn and

Tony Harrison in the generation preceding O’Brien’s (Kennedy 1996: 24-54).

But the outsider doesn’t only figure as the hero of the working class, good-intentioned
and serious like the speaker of ‘In the Grounds’. Just as the landscape that is O’Brien’s
speciality is alternately, or sometimes simultaneously, grim and idyllic, so the
redemptive power of dissenting outsiders is complicated and compromised by the traits
and activities that make them transgressors and put them outside the wider society. The
type is epitomised in the Ryan poems (1987: 33—44). They are ‘the serious drinkers’;
“Their voices belong with the shit-stained ceramics/And doors riven off” (1991: 37); and
they may be neither as eloquent nor as friendly as Dunn’s personae: ‘For reasons that
never were your bastard business’ (1991: 38). They may be tramps in a Dundee
shopping centre, ‘Their speechless cries left hanging in the cold/As human fog, as
auditory stench’ (1991: 21), their perverse capacity to shed light on the contemporary
world expressed in their designation as ‘boreal flaneurs’. Similarly a ‘man lying prone
with his history of bags’ is the ostensible protagonist of ‘Cold’ (1991: 34), pitted against

the circumstances in which

They have opened the holds of the trawlers,
The dozen not sold off or scrapped,
And cold has been released into the city.

We are told ironically to ‘Forget him’, a person partly troubled and partly sustained by
the
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Like a man among men in the queue
For the card, for the insult called
History, that won’t pay the rent. (1987: 25)

The image reverses the polarity of pastoral representation, using an artificial aristocrat
to stand in for the real working-class subject rather than an idealised shepherd to stand
in for the real courtier. It also complicates the elegy, acknowledging that the heyday of
working-class endeavour depended on capital interests no less than its decline. The
poem ends by associating a history of working-class vitiation with England itself, and

rejecting it:

Then I wished the whole place would embark,
The schools and mills and hospitals and pubs
In a team of all talents, a city of lights
Singing Sod you old England, we 're leaving
For work, heading out on a snow-boat

To sail off the compass for home (1987: 25).

This expresses the defeatist yearning for blankness which occurs in several of O’Brien’s
poems, like the interest in maps and atlases, as we shall see below. But though the poem
has spoken eloquently in justification of the anger with which it concludes, one might
argue that the rejection of ‘England’ is a surrender of that term, or worse, the creation of
a straw man. ‘England’ may have imperial associations, but it has others too, and

evacuation of the contested territory may not contribute to its reconstruction.

The ‘afterwards’ used to generate a mood and that suggesting a historical thesis may not
be easily separable, as in ‘The Era’ and in ‘The Brighton Goodbye’ (1991: 17). The
latter is partly an expressionist sketch (‘everyone seems to be leaving’; ‘It is suddenly
late. The afternoon yawns/And continues’), but elements of the sketch suggest a specific

political agenda:

They cancel the hours with freesheets
Whose Gilbert and Sullivans, dogtracks
And fifteen quid bargains are clues

To a culture they’ve never known

Time or the passion to learn.

Agenda and mood work together to suggest each other. The technique’s underlying
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assumption is that ‘politics and the private life... are inextricably bound up with each
other’ (O’Brien quoted in Woodcock 1998: 38), not only for the poems’ subjects but
also for the poet, whose work is always both expression of mood and espousal of
political and/or historical viewpoint. This licenses not only the use of historical
perspectives in depicting and elucidating personal lyrical concerns, but also the bringing
to bear of personal lyrical impressions on historical problems, even if the latter looks a
more problematic move. O’Brien’s politics are inscribed not only in the historical

perspectives of his poems, but also in the tone and imagery of his lyricism.

Even if the history that O’Brien’s poems happen ‘after’ is a personal vision, the question
remains what that vision is. Individual poems might fit various descriptions of the era
O’Brien, like his mentor Douglas Dunn, is writing in, ‘a coda or postscript to either the
end of Empire, the collapse of the post-war consensus or the project of the
Enlightenment’ (Kennedy 1996: 31). But David Kennedy deals convincingly (1996: 51)
with the 1940s and 1950s as the source period of O’Brien’s sense of ‘before’. The
poems’ ostensible contrast between English ‘myth’ and ‘reality’ is also a contrast
between the world described in artistic and political narratives of the period (including
empire, the post-war consensus and the Welfare State) and the world as experienced by
O’Brien as a child. The picture is complicated by a further contrast between that past
and the present world of O’Brien’s adulthood. Such personal bases do not invalidate the
poems’ historical scope but must be acknowledged as a factor both vivifying them as

poems and limiting them as socio-historical analyses.
6 ‘Not on the O.S. sheet’

It is clear that O’Brien’s interest in landscape extends to questions of legal and cultural
ownership. The map and atlas are his enduring symbols of empire and imagination.
“The redblooded atlas/ The empire bequeathed [him] to play with’ (1987: 16) represents
a wider world ‘Made of names which are cold and exciting to say’ (1991: 47) in contrast
to a drab and distinctly un-imperial reality. In other words, the map symbolises not just
empire and imagination, but imagined empire: the imperial versions of Englishness
which the poems evoke and challenge are mediated, naturally, but by the speaker’s
earlier self as much as by the culture at large. It is partly this distance from personal
experience — the quality which undermines their claim to represent a universal English

identity — which makes them seductive.
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The map invokes what Bruce Woodcock calls a ‘mysterious sense of “elsewhere’”
(1998: 41), representing for O’Brien’s personae an imaginative world beyond the cold
realities they inhabit. The speaker of ‘Kingdom of Kiev, Rios das Muertes’ spends ‘[a]ll
afternoon, [while] the streets are deaf with snow’ (1987: 60) entertained by ‘[l]ies
concerning geography’ (1987: 60) such as ‘The Kingdom of Kiev is colder than
Hell/And Los Rios das Muertes are many’ (60). The poem inscribes a love of trivia, but
also suggests a complex imaginative relationship between the child-speaker and his
home landscape. The cold, riparian Hull environment is suggested by the lines just
quoted, vaunting it into the realm of imagination and validating it as a place (a validity
often represented, as we shall see, by being named on a map); at the same time the
landscape’s casting as ‘colder than Hell’ and built on a ‘River of Death’ works to efface
the place’s identity, as against the richness of imagined places. The ‘pointless collection
of facts’ (1987: 61) — literally the trivialising of history and geography, the sublimation
of reality into trivia — is one of what Leela Gandhi calls ‘the compelling seductions of
colonial power’ (Gandhi 1998: 4), but also a means by which the real identities of
places and people become ignored. When the father ‘[c]lome[s] home bearing gifts from
the blizzard’, the speaker’s home landscape has been almost entirely blanked out; and

the final lines —

The telephone won’t ring, but if it does
T’ll know until I pick it up
That the atlas has finally called (1987: 61)

— complete the seduction by which the speaker re-values his home and self in terms of
an official record. O’Brien has commented that ““Kingdom of Kiev, Rios das
Muertes™... is really what it purports to be, an elegiac celebration of general knowledge
and the sense of possibility that the possession of useless information could give you
when you were a kid, the sense of the scope of the world’ (Watt 1991: 181); but the
elegy’s impact depends on the adult’s perception of that sense of possibility as
chimerical. Compare a similar effect in ‘House’, where the incantation of the names of
Yorkshire rivers is a (quasi-magical) part of learning an identity and, literally, a place in

the world:

we recited
Our tables, or the Nidd the Ure the Aire
The Wharfe the Calder and the Don.
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ambivalent epigraph, a Debussy quotation which describes a childhood memory of ‘the
railway passing in front of the house and the sea stretching out to the horizon. You
sometimes had the impression that the railway came out of the sea or went into it —
whichever you like’ (1991: viii).“Working on the Railway’ is provoked by a book, ‘Lost
Railways of England,/Whose dust of the forties, the fifties,/Is making you sneeze’ and
indeed has a psychotropic effect, powering a 'daydream which becomes an imaginative
journey to ‘An hour of silence that seems to be England’ (1991: 40). Note both the
specification of period and how the word ‘seems’ recognises that the equation of
England with an idyll is illusory. The railway has been a favoured device for O’Brien’s
meditations on English myths and history, for travelling into ‘L’Angleterre profonde,
which does not exist’ (2001a: 73). Partly this is a matter of the railway’s association
with particular landscapes and therefore with O’Brien’s sympathy with such places and
aesthetics of the marginal (see above). ‘The Railway Sleeper,” whose title hints at the
dreamlike, and hence idyllic, quality of the railway in O’Brien’s personal mythology,
stakes a claim for it as home with its echo of Xenophon: ‘Thalassa! Thalassa!
Railways! Railways!’ (2001a: 75). But the prominence of the railway as pastoral device

also stems from its physical reality.

First, the train passenger is both in the landscape and isolated from it, able to view the
country s/he is crossing without being an actor in it. The distance thus created makes the
rail journey an occasion for meditation on the state and nature of the landscape being
traversed. The train is a physical manifestation of pastoral artifice, the poet and reader
temporary visitors looking through the frame of the train’s windows. Larkin’s ‘I
Remember, I Remember’ (Larkin 1988: 81-2) may thus be considered a technical
precursor of O’Brien’s ‘Special Train’ and ‘Working on the Railway’, particularly for

the way reality falls short of myth.

Second, the railway is literally a line across the landscape. It ranges across rural and
urban areas, counties and compass points, facilitating great breadth of subject. The
railway poem can therefore be an ‘England’ poem; the most famous example is Larkin’s
“The Whitsun Weddings’ (Larkin 1988: 114-6), although the first section of MacNeice’s
‘Autumn Journal’ (MacNeice 1979: 101-3) is a more sustained use of this device. The
sense of completeness this device generates can be an illusion. The ‘Unmitigated
England’ of Betjeman’s ‘Great Central Railway: Sheffield Victoria to Banbury’
(Betjeman 2001: 256-7) ranges between ‘old’ and ‘new’ money, and sees the factory
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gate, but not the factory workers themselves or their homes. The poem appears to
juxtapose fading idyll with modern reality, but actually substitutes a new idyll of
national unity and prosperity. It might sometimes be the case that O’Brien’s rail
journeys perform a similar sleight of hand. The journey of ‘Special Train’ between idyll
and ‘reality’ is actually one between two opposing idylls; and it treats the two
destinations as wholly different places, with no suggestion that there might be a
landscape between the two which combined aspects of both. In ‘Working on the
Railway’ the separation of myth from reality is one of ‘trivial, infinite distances’, a
lyrical paradox which better reconciles the peculiar relation between the two than

‘Special Train’s either/or.

Some O’Brien poems (e.g. ‘Valentine’ (1995: 25) and ‘Propaganda’ (1991: 12-13)) take
rail stations as the point of departure for imaginative transports. David Kennedy has
pointed out (1996: 49) that the setting of ‘Propaganda’ in a deserted station recalls
Edward Thomas’s ‘Adlestrop’, where a stupefied and indeed depopulated country idyll
comes to stand for the whole of England. (Again, the idyll is reached from the present
across a distancing no-man’s-land, ‘the whole abandoned stretch [of] bricked-up
arches, flooded birchwoods’.) Though threatened with invasion, O’Brien’s idyll (based
on the propaganda war film) is hermetic and secure: the invasion occurs within, rather

than shattering, the idyll:

It’s here that Germany in person calls

By parachute, at first confused to death

By Brough and Slough, by classroom spinsters
Jumping on the hand-grenades. Their dull reports
Alert the author sleeping at his desk,

The curate and the mower in the fields. (1991: 12-13)

The conventionalisation of danger which propaganda performs — an extreme case of
myth’s conventionalisation of reality — is comforting. Yet such comfort is achieved at
the expense of meaningful commerce with the world, and the poem ends with the

suffocating realisation that ‘no one will leave here tonight’ (13).

Artifice and convention underlie the idylls that O’Brien interrogates. Peter Barry points

out that for the speaker of ‘Dry Sailors’,

the sense of personal dissatisfaction is induced by images of the sea in art and
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underworld. ‘The river road led to the end of it all’ (2007: 20) and is inhabited by the
dead. ‘By Ferry’ (2007: 10) treats the Humber of O’Brien’s childhood as one of the
rivers of Hades; just as those rivers converge in the Stygian marsh, so Hull ‘is a city
invaded by water, I mean in effect it’s built on water so you’re used to areas of standing
water, and in fact the cellars flood at certain times of year and so on’ (O’Brien, Third
Ear interview quoted in Woodcock 1998: 41). The landscape of ‘Water-Gardens’, where
“Water looked up through the lawn/Like a half-buried mirror/Left out by the people
before’ (2007: 4), is specific to Hull even while it conjures a general post-imperial

condition:

We stood on their lino
And breathed, and below us
The dark, peopled water

Was leaning and listening.
There on the steps of the cellar,

Black-clad Victorians

Were feeding the river with souls.

They left us their things. )

Similarly ‘River-Doors’ (2007: 6) takes place in a landscape of ‘Barges, drowned dogs,
drowned tramps’, speciﬁcaily naming the Hull locations Drypool and Scott Street, and

features ‘the exciseman’s ghost’.

It should hardly be surprising that The Drowned Book draws heavily on images of the
underworld, published the year after, and written concurrently with, O’Brien’s
translation of Dante’s Inferno. ‘Drains’ are ‘where we are sunk for Barbaricchio’s crew
[the Malebranche of Cantos XXI-XXIII]/To heft upon their tuning-forks’ (2007: 11).
But the depiction of Hull as Hades is not merely hellish. The same poem appeals, ‘Re-
edify me, drains. Give me again/The under-city’s grand designs’ (2007: 11), combining
the imaginative power of maps and of the underground. ‘Water-Gardens’ ends by telling
us that ‘In King Death’s rainy garden/We were playing out.” (2007: 5) The demotic
‘playing out’ indicates that the speaker feels at home in such a landscape. The same
strange balance of death and homeliness occurs in ‘Eating the Salmon of Knowledge
from Tins’, where ‘The water, if you glimpsed it, looked as thick/As jelly from a tin of

Sunday ham... — But it was water so we fished’ (2007: 8). Here O’Brien goes some way

43



to revisiting the idyll of ‘Of Origins’ and the notion that childhood idylls do not require
idyllic settings. Meanwhile the innocence which thought that ‘the murderers/Came from
elsewhere’ (2007: 9) and failed to register that “TV[’s] facts in black and white’ — facts
of ‘polio’, ‘[s]ick districts’ fishers of children [and] Bradys-in-waiting’ — might happen
here, is related to ‘Kingdom of Kiev, Rios Das Muertes’s interest in trivia and general

knowledge divorced from worldly experience.

O’Brien explains his fascination with the ‘under-city’ and its ‘grand designs’ by saying

that:

the city is what preoccupies me, and the idea of the city as a place — without putting
it melodramatically — a place of simultaneously extreme pleasures and extreme
terrors and extreme miseries interests me more and more (quoted in Watt 1991:

174).

These poems suggest not so much a gamut — the city as microscosm — as extreme
ambivalence, the same place as both Hell and Paradise, the former identification for its
physical attributes and history, the latter for its role as home. That role is taken up in

‘Grey Bayou’, where the ‘mud-kingdom’ becomes the speaker’s Elysian fields:

I would like my fire-ship to nose ashore

Beside the sheds near Little Switzerland
In memory of lust among the quarry-pits
A thousand years ago, before the bridge (2007: 23).

(Little Switzerland is a disused quarry, now a ‘Country Park’, by the north side of the
Humber Bridge.) Again Conrad’s estuarial settings (Conrad 1998 passim) are evoked,
particularly the traffic of the Thames in Heart of Darkness (Conrad 1991):

I would like a flotilla of tar-coloured barges
To happen past then, inbound for Goole,
The odd crewman furtively smoking and staring (24).

The speaker’s sympathy with the inscrutable crewman may be accounted for by the
fecklessness which echoes ‘Of Origins’s ‘I sat inside the culvert’s mouth/Past teatime,
smoking’ and which adverts his outsider status even as his calmness shows that he is at
home — belongs — in the landscape. But it may also originate in his silence, the opposite

of the education (‘Donne and Henry James’ (1987: 47)) which estranges O’Brien’s
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