TROILUS 1 Nigel Frith

FOREWORD

This book was written in 1962 and came out in 1965, just as British
culture was undergoing a revolutionary change of style, and, when it
was published by J. M. Dents as an autobiographical love-story, set in
the Sixties, but retelling Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde in an old and
noble style of verse, it was ignored. For as C.S. Lewis and Tolkien
were noticing, the old and noble style was being supplanted by that
of the revolutionaries, and the cultural world was becoming so
Modernist, that as Lewis observed in a lecture, it left him feeling like
a dinosaur. So by 1965 all literary attention was on the edgy, teenage,
streetwise, revolutionary, Left-wing, pop-loving, so-called modern
style (sometimes characterised as grunge) and Troilus was ignored.

Sixty years on, the grunge style is the norm, the sixty-year-old
teenagers are the nobility, and the courts of grunge are so slavishly
obeyed, it has encouraged them to behave like revolutionary
tyrannies: their shock-troop are even now goose-stepping in the
campuses, haranguing awards ceremonies, issuing publishers’
fatwas, and seeking to exterminate all other styles, and most of
history. Meanwhile in the real world, as war rages in Ukraine, there
has developed a heartfelt appreciation of old-style heroism, and a
consciousness of the depravity of revolutionary tyrannies. It is to this
awakening consciousness that this book is addressed, trusting to
establish a causeway through the morass, in a revision that aims to
bring home to good hearts, that the true modern style is not teenage
grunge, but the old and noble.

For old and noble poetry, as my Foreword will show, was a
worldwide feature a millennium ago, and, by a quirk of social
history, came in the West to beget the Renaissance and the modern
world. For noble love inspired throughout Eurasia the flare and good
taste of the Medieval Romance style, just as in an earlier incarnation,
it had inspired the grand style of the Epic. And having nurtured in
these two periods the greatest literature of both East and West, it
achieved in Medieval Europe such a nubile florescence, it made a
dazzling marriage with Ancient heroic culture, to develop the
dynamics of Renaissance and create the modern world. This fusion is
illustrated in the Trojan War love-story of Chaucer’s Troilus and
Criseyde, as appraised by C.S. Lewis in his Allegory of Love, and
acclaimed by his colleague, Professor Nevill Coghill, as the greatest
English novel, where it combines the realism of the epics of Homer
with the glamour of noble love, and from such a union gives birth to
the modern style.
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By this phrase “noble love” I mean the sort of love that
impelled the poetry of olden times, principally in the form of
Romance in Medieval India, China, Japan, Araby, Persia and Europe,
but also in the form of the Epic in Ancient Greece, India and Rome.
Noble love gives poetic force to Romance verse from about 400 to
1700, and to Epic verse from about 2000 BC to 400 AD, and the noble
love of Romance is different from that of the epic. There are examples
of the poetry of romantic love, of course, in the Ancient World,
among the Greek and Roman Love-poets, such as in Rome where the
poet could be versifying an affair, whose rapture was intensified by
constraint. And this type of olden Romance is typically revealed in
the Latin poems of Catullus, which are addressed to a Roman
proconsul’s skittish wife, whom the poet named Lesbia, after the
famous Greek love-poetess, Sappho of Lesbos. But the dominant
poetry in the Ancient World was in the Epic form, and here the noble
love was comradely, devotion was to homeland and honour, and the
poetic force came from masculine glory. But it is in the Middle Ages
that the poetic line derived its chief force from romantic love, and
inspired an Age of Romance that was worldwide.

For instance in India, the Classical Sanskrit Literature of the
Gupta period is based around the experience of noble love, and as
India was very prosperous, with huge cities at this time (400 AD), it
happened among sophisticated city-dwellers and often with
courtesans, or was imagined as between heroes and nymphs. This
was minutely systematised by theorists, who stressed the similarity
of the experience with spiritual states, and it is represented best in
the charming and exotic work of India’s greatest poet, Kalidasa.
Later in Oriental poetry it can be found in the love of the Emperor
and the concubine celebrated by the Chinese Po chu-i, and in the
elaborate court life of Medieval Japan, where illicit affairs between
high class ladies and nobles or samurai would produce some of its
most famous literature and drama, as in the novel of Lady Murasaki,
or the “wig”-plays of the famous Noh play creator, Zeami.

And about the same time in Islamic Literature, the poet would
celebrate his affairs with courtesan, slave-girl or beautiful youth
encountered at the hamam (the baths), to show love amidst a
sophisticated class, outside the norms of married life, and leading
often to mystical experience. Examples of this are found in the odes
of the Persian Hafez or as analysed in the Arabic textbook on love by
Ibn Hazm. And this cult of Romance, flowing originally from Mother
India, following her earlier missionary cult of Buddhism into the
lands of the East, seemed to have spread a little later in the West
alongside the practice of using Indian numerals and the decimal
system. Through religion, culture and science thus, India became the
prime source of world-historical change.
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Now in the West by the end of the nineteenth century, many
scholars were a-work in this field, and from Eastern riches made
translations of religious and literary works, especially into English,
establishing the texts for a World Renaissance. And just as happened
in the European Renaissance, this was matched in the visual arts, as
prints, photographs and world exhibitions advertised global culture,
which then influenced painting, sculpture, architecture, music,
design and ballet, as well as poetry and poetic drama. Modernism,
however, killed off this enrichment, as Europe turned in on itself, and
the truly modern was cancelled by the Modernists. It falls therefore
to noble love to seek the resumption of the World Renaissance.

In the West nonetheless, the experience of noble love, was
until the revolution of the Sixties still common, because young
people in all classes, as a prelude to becoming married, would
engage in a period of courtship, where the man was a suitor paying
court to the girl, seeking to win her favour within the context of her
family, a sensible preparation which taught respect all round, but
also enraptured the couple in noble love. The basis for this custom of
paying “court” to the girl was the Medieval cult of courtly love,
which dominated European literature from about 1100 onwards.

It evolved, I think, because Europe was so backward. Courtly
love was an extreme convention, and arose in a quaint and fairytale
setting. For in a chivalric landscape of few fields, huge woods,
hermitages, abbeys and castles, courtly love developed among a
ruling class, both martially aggressive and piously devout, whose
courts were swayed by ladies, zealously refined by religion, elegantly
dressed and demandingly well mannered. It was beyond the flip,
streetwise attitudes of big city life, because there were no big cities. It
inhabited a poetic world of piety, beauty and adventure. And in a
way not in the East, it married in the Renaissance the feminine love-
cults of the Medieval with the masculine hero-cults of the Ancient
world. The troubadours, in any case, would sing battle poetry, just as
they would the poetry of romance, but in the Renaissance plays of
Shakespeare, love’s sweetness and gentility is blended with the
heroism of contention and battle. And this strength-and-grace blend
proved high forward-looking, when Epic and Romance conjoined
gave birth and upbringing to the Renaissance and the modern world.

At first it was the troubadours of Provence and the poets of
12th century France who established the practice of courtly love, by
adopting the sophisticated tone of Arabic love-poetry, which was
spread from Islamic Spain by professional singing-girls, their song
called tarab in Arabic, which gave its name to the troubadours. But in
Aquitaine, or Anjou or England, it flourished in an environment
completely different from metropolitan Spain. In a sparse society of
the Three Estates of Peasant, Cleric and Noble, the knight errant,



TROILUS 4 Nigel Frith

wooing a high class lady, who might well be a chatelaine in charge of
a great castle while her husband was abroad, would compose songs
in an intensely loyal or feudal style. In Languedoc he would call his
worshipped lady “midons”, my lord, and, while there would be
much teasing in following these rules, he would be chivalrously
bound to obey her and serve her, would wear her favour as he
jousted in tournaments, and this chivalric deference continued even
when big-city life developed. It was seen as late as in the
bureaucratic and palatial autocracy of Louis XIV, who never failed to
doff his bonnet to ladies. In the Ancient World romantic love is an
adjunct to heroic literature, but in the Medieval East and West it is a
dominant factor, and I believe it somehow migrated in the fashion I
have set out here, beginning in India in 400, moving through the Silk
routes and Buddhist networks into China by 800, Japan by 1000, into
Araby and Persia by 1100, and through trade routes, science and the
appeal of luxury goods, entering Europe via Aquitaine.

So it is this culture of noble love, Ancient and Medieval, which
inspires my story of Troilus, and which in its original experience,
conception, writing, publishing, disregard, re-arranging, revising and
being given a social purpose, is itself a product of noble love, and
shaped itself contra mundi, against the encroaching grunge. For it was
in my third and final year at Oxford, that Sixties grunge began to
reveal itself in its lurid and leering light, and I and a body of actor-
luvvie friends, stars of the old heroic acting style of the Oxford
University Dramatic Society, actually decided to oppose it. We went
so far as to stage a counter-revolution on behalf of nobility, centring
round a company, the 55 Club, whose social success came to have a
life of its own, where we sustained some gracious customs by
holding dinner-jacket-and-evening-gown evenings, breaking over
glithwein for lieder, comic recitations or short, zany plays by Moliere,
all in rooms with a proscenium-arch-type double doors at 55
Holywell. And it was during the period of these noble style-fests, I
had the two doses of noble love that drove me to poetry.

The conditions that prepared the ground were fortuitous,
because, around this time, I was unwillingly boning up on olden
styles for tutorials, and writing essays on the Medieval Period for my
tutor, Chesney Horwood, at St Cath’s, which included some on
Chaucer’s classic Troilus and Criseyde. And at the same time, I was
laboriously developing a practice of imitating Chaucer’s poetry, both
in his metre and style, merely to train myself to write clear, simple,
musical verse. And in the peculiar way that Fate happens,
knowledge and practice attracted experience, and by doing these two
things simultaneously, I was unwittingly disciplining my psyche, as
if in training for the courtly experience of noble love. And Cupid
took aim and shafted the unwitting student.
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It could only have worked on the unwitting, for had I witted, I
might well have dodged, because my attitude to noble or courtly
love (which crops up all over the Medieval papers) was that of a
typical smartypants teenager: scornful, ignorant and disbelieving.
But because of the texts and because of my verse practice, I was
being prepared. The lesson from this is, that learning comes from
submission, and submission must come to a teacher who is further
advanced than yourself, so that, from doing what is found irksome
and learning what is considered foolish, the soul can be led through
the prison of ignorance and into enlightenment.

For behind this process lies the whole ancient tradition of
pedagogy, where indeed knowledge and practice begets experience.
And this process could provide an escape from the present cultural
tyranny, if taken as a modus for intellectual reform. For just as study
and practice enhanced experience in the three most pervasive
training programmes of Medieval and Renaissance times: that of
knighthood, craftsmanship and scholarship: the page boy’s drilling
at court to be a knight, the service of the apprentice in the Guilds to
be a master, and the study of the pupil in Greek and Latin
Humanism to be a scholar, so might again such study and practice
transform the personality of the ingenue, and exalt the teenage
experience.

For consider how in schools, boys were drilled in Greek and
Latin grammar and comprehension, then in composition, whereby
they created work that copied the styles of Classical authors, as part
of a rhetorical practice called imitatio. This process gave them
inherited wisdom. And in the world in which I myself grew up, in a
family firm of sculptors, it was found in the practice of the studio
system, where learning and working went side by side chipping
away in the stone-dust, and a cultivated experience of form and
beauty was coaxed forth. There are a good many reasons for reviving
the olden professionalism of scholars, nobles, artists, actors and
mandarins, apart from escaping the tyranny of grunge. But, to give
them their due: Classical musicians, singers and dancers: these still
submit to olden training, and it sets them apart.

The first sort of love I was to endure was of the Classical type:
that of the Ancient Greek and Roman love-poets. For in my final year
at Oxford, I was first taken over by the full yearning of the Catullus
type of olden love: that of the normal affair, with its indulgent
enjoyment of passion, then its suffering when separation or
frustration set in, and with the poems reflecting the range between
these states. The happy days were those experienced during a hitch-
hiking trip to Sicily, through Catullus” own homeland and Rome and
Sorrento, and this inspired the Italian-setting poems in this book. The
pangs of separation occurred, when Lesbia had to leave her Catullus
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behind in Oxford, as she took up a career in the London law courts.
This produced the poems of lamentation.

The second love affair threw me wholesale into the disabling
state of courtly love, in the recognised way of a harrowing and
transforming experience. It had thus transformed Dante, transformed
Petrarch, and transformed Boccaccio, who wrote il filostrato, the
Troilus love-narrative on which Chaucer based his masterpiece. And
I was compelled by this transformation to write scene-sketches and
love-poems and sonnets (some of which, in troubadour fashion, were
sent in billets doux to my lady), as I suffered from the passion I had
previously derided. In my Troilus book therefore the experience of
Troy on first clapping eyes on Chrissy, is a true account of the
experience I encountered at the beginning of that autumn term,
which was in itself a replay of Troilus” experience in Chaucer, who,
after cynically deriding lovers, sees and falls in love with Criseyde in
the temple, and suffers the very sickness he has mocked only
moments before.

For “filostrato” means “flattened by love”. And I was well and
truly flattened, made sick according to the conventions, and indeed
to the point of actual illness. It seems to seize you by the throat, I
discovered, and inflame the larynx, which is getting extra use from
all that yearning and whining and singing love-songs, and puts the
cavities into such emotional compression as produces the tenor voice
(so some say). And I actually got ear-ache, which I hadn’t had since
my childhood in 1946, when at the age of five in Italy, having set out
with the first service families to join the occupying troops in Europe,
I was housed with my mother in Udine, with a lovely family in the
grand house of the Udine Prefect, where I enjoyed wielding his
rapiers and being adored by Italian ladies as a blond-haired, black-
eyed, molto simpatico bambino (except for the ear-ache).

Outlandishly this ear-ache returned to me, as a third-year
undergraduate, when it must have been brought on by the throat-
throes of courtly love, and then the sickness returned in 2011 when I
first revised the book. And come to think of it, writing this Foreword
eleven years later, here I am in bed, having fallen ill, as my friends
can attest, who were inconvenienced, on St Valentine’s Day at the
height of the covid epidemic, and thinking I'd got covid, excused
myself from an Oxford Poly reunion, then realised I was trapped in
ten days’ isolation, until- just as in an Arthurian Romance when a
wounded knight gets stuck in a hermitage- a kind lady came to my
rescue with a lateral flow test, and I went up to the pub after all, as I
didn’t have covid, just another dose of filostrato!

Now my story of Troilus is also a good vehicle to urge a
revival of chivalry and olden love, because the book as a whole
reflects its historical dynamics, since during the sixty years of this
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book’s composition, publication, disregard, re-arrangement, revision,
social-engineering and private distribution, the book itself came to
embody the Trojan story. For after my love affairs were safely over
and my Oxford studies finished, I decided to put the sketches I had
written into a narrative structure, somewhat in the form of
Tennyson’s monodrama Maud, somewhat as a Fifties” drama in verse,
and all based on Chaucer’s Troilus. And when I looked for a
publisher for my book, the God of Love stepped in and was very
helpful, because in writing round to see if any London firm might
agree to read a modern work based on the old Troilus story and
somewhat in Chaucer’s style, I got a reply from Anthony Dent of J.
M. Dent & Son, saying, that he’d better have a look at it, because
Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde was just about his most favourite piece
of literature. “But if it's anywhere near as good,” he said, “I'll eat my
Moss Bros hat!” Dents published the book in their Phoenix House
imprint, and Anthony Dent strongly promoted it, but something
about it meant that it was not reviewed, may be the big chunk of it
printed on the back cover, which daunted critics with a blast of
Marlovian braggadocio. But later in revising it, while keeping the
original poems as they were written, I found the book itself was
developing a Trojan parallel, since the story of chivalry pitted against
the revolutionaries is strangely mirrored in the ancient setting.

For the tale of Troy ends with Troy being burnt, and to most of
us this would signify finale. Yet it will be remembered, some Trojans
survived to have further adventures. And one of these, Aeneas,
developed a town which became to be Rome, and another, Brutus,
discovered a country later called “Britain” after himself, and founded
London, which he called Troynovant, whence Britain went questing,
founding new cities all over the world, especially in India, to the first
of which, Calcutta, I made an overland trek three years after Oxford,
and enjoyed a Christmas in Chowringhee where I was befriended by
a princely family, whose fortunes I picture in Scene Three of my
poem, under a little disguise, in the Tale of the Raja and the Lute.

But in any case the year 1965 offered a further path for
survival, in a device that sustained freedom for all the world, since
this was the year of the invention of the internet, which led to the
chivalry of the world wide web. So it is through cyberspace that this
poem of noble love has first been freely accessed, available in my
website thefritharchive.com, and with commentary among the
interviews on Nigel Frith YouTube.

Now, prose can only discourse on the realms where poetry
communicates, and so it is fitting that this prose Foreword should
hand over this “litel bok” to poetry, in the hope that its old and noble
verse may work some changes in the realms of readers, and a new
breed of modernists heed the half-light of the day to come. So taste it
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now: noble love, authentically weaving its melodious spell, from its
opening lines about the sudden puzzlement of young student Troy
just struck by the courtly passion, through all seven parts of his and
Chrissy’s adventures and love-sufferings, to the rolling of its credits
in its violin-soaring, Rachmaninov-vamping ending.
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Scene One: The Pursuit of the Rose

Narrator

Young student Troy, cooped in his student room,

Gazed from his window on the orchard trees,

Where Oxford fruit amidst the Sixties gloom

Festooned the morn of misty Michaelmas,

And as he gazed, his thoughts undid like keys

The locks of memory, behind whose doors

Lurked a great puzzle, whose strange mysteries

Had dogged him many days: was she as seen?

That vision which had so bewitched his sleep,

That black-gowned blonde so favoured and so fair,

Walking along to tute or seminar,

Stalking on Magdalen Bridge towards the High:

Was she as seen, there in the mundane air,

Or somehow held in a celestial eye?

For in the stillness of that river scene,

That image-flash, that epoch-ending look,

She seemed a vision, such as Blake had seen,

Who dined with men out of a well-known book,

So sharp the impact, and so keen the look,

So sharp and sweet the form her image took.
For as an angel, watching others dance,

Who sits the corner out of some rich painting,

Coloured by brush of Tuscany or France

In wiry reds and greys, for friends awaiting,

Smiles in an amber mist of timelessness,

So did that look set Troy’s reaction’s fainting.

And so he spoke, as in some ancient play

That in the Fifties might have had success,

(Though much fragmented in the modern way

Of Dylan Thomas, Eliot or Fry)

To tell a tale of poetry and noblesse.

And this the youth that in his study speaks.

Nigel Frith
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Troy
No, no, I don’t have visions, nor confuse
My dreams with objects of my wakefulness.
That girl I saw! And she wears shirts and shoes
Like any other lady of today,
Along with the black subfusc of her dress,
And gown and blouse and high heels in the High.
The reason she seemed deeply interfused
Was that her sudden beauty rang away
On some old bell, time-rusted in my heart,
To sound the presence of transcending art,
Or of a chest of gold, or seam of heaven,
Or rustling goddess- Hm! Back at the start.

Narrator

So Troy reflected on the days he’d passed,
Striving to find the source of this to-do,
And like a sleuth after some favoured game,
Went clue-collecting, like a gummy shoe.
He searched to learn her faculty and name,
The subject studying, the year she’s in.
He asked his college friends where she might lurk,
(St Hilda’s surely, coming thus to work!)
And hoping to refresh their memory,
He’d told them how, after she’d passed him by,
She’d stopped for friendly chat with one he knew,
Then turned into the Examination Schools.

He’d set his cousin Pandy on it too,
A one-time diplomat who lived near by,
And found that Pandy baulked, and with a frown
Afforded no reply, but staring down,
Seemed to know more than he might choose to do.
But having vexed his friends, Troy paused for tea,
And stirring it, sighed, some one she must be,
And he would never sleep till he knew who!

And yet with heart keel-hauled, and raw and leaden,
And flesh electrified, and brain a blur,
He still could dream, that in some earthly heaven,
When creeds were kind, and earth’s young people humble,
Under an Eden-time of ever-more,
They had perhaps run naked through the jungle,
Or when the closing eye of daylight saw
The slanted sunlight laughing in the foam,
They had been lovers on a lonesome shore.
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Troy
Ladies, and gentlemen, beware!
The prey is sighted and the bear
Sits ogling at the honeypot.
Whether there’s honey in or not,
Whether there’s candy to be tried,
The in- as rare as the out-side,
Whether the pot contains a spice
Dearer than European price,
Richer than empires to the East,
Whose spicy life is keen to feast,
I cannot tell, but this I know:
Soon I shall find if it be so.
Bring me a tortoise-shell of mine,
With horns for arms and guts for twine,
And let me make a lyre of Time,
To strum the everlasting rhyme,
For eyes of mine have dared to see
Nature in blessed harmony.
For she’s a creature to out-dare
The blasts of tempests and the stare
Of rampant tigers in the dark,
Whose marble brow houses the lark
Shrilling in heaven, and again
Flies high above the dawning pain
That breaks over the hills. This face
Of silver, polished, blent
To match perfection’s figurement,
Would turn to flight or strike them dumb
The zesty races of the sun,
The vacant spaces of the moon,
This face, one summer afternoon,
Would strike a finer shadow than
The globe that stretches out the man,
And loose the bees and all their race
From their meridian embrace.
This head, this crown of intellect,
Would ravish travellers who had trekked
A thousand miles to see it, and
Refresh them from the wastes of sand,
And have them rig and set to sea
Whole argosies of fantasy,
With sun-struck plunder, till they ride
Like cities on the evening tide.

Nigel Frith
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This face, this trumpet-call, this spell,

Would rouse the shadows out of hell,

Would dim the silver moon to dun,

Would loose the Werewolf at the sun,

Would pull down kings, would smash the crown,
Would raze, would burn, would tear all down,
Would bound the mountains apennine,

To leap into these arms of mine.

Calloo, callay! Haroo, hooray!

Yes, folks, this is my lucky day!

Narrator
But entering then, Pandy arrived to see
Whether his cousin had recovered yet
From such a foolish fancy, as had passed
The last time he had met his protegé,
And interrupting him in reverie
With an old gossip’s diligence to know,
He got no ready answer, but straightway
Encountered such a look of suffering,
As knew by instinct there was no advice
By which to hold back Troy from offering
Himself up like a lamb for sacrifice.
So he sat down beside his little brother,
Tried unsuccessfully to break the ice-
Troy turned upon him with a deal of bother:

Troy
Ah, Pandy, why is it you trouble me?
We have nothing to say to one another.

Pandy
And yet we have, my friend, can you not see
I want to help you in your sorry plight?

Troy
Nothing except my hopes were help for me
Against that plague I've suffered every night,
So haunted am I by angelic sight.

Pandy
What are your hopes?
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Narrator
said Pandy helpfully,
As if he didn’t know his left from right.

Troy
To find that blonde, and finding hope that she
Might bring me love, and ever with me live
As my soul’s sister in truth’s infancy.

Narrator
With this, he turned away again to rest
His eyes upon the dahlias in the garden,
Scattering their yellow petals in a sieve.
But Pandy’s visage could not help but harden,
And for straight-talking he was now addressed.
Abald truth would he frame, and dare to give.

Pandy
She is my niece, Chrissy. I asked the friend
Whom you had seen her meeting outside Schools,
And, as suspected, from what you had seen,
Found she had gone that route that very morning,
So she was able to confirm you’d seen
Chrissy Bacall, the Californian girl.
I would have introduced you long before,
But fear she is not quite the sort for you.
For Chrissy is so much a Sixties child,
Rash and abrupt to snatch what she desires,
Dismissive and severe on what she loathes,
Quick to rebel, and taking fun in it,
And, I fear, slow to pity or to pardon.
She would repay your rapturousness with rue.

Troy
Can this be true? You know her? She’s your niece!
And from adjacent branches to our clan?
Daughter of Bruce Bacall, the politician?
Chrissy! No longer captured in the States then,
But over here in England and in Oxford?
Then we can meet and dine this very night,
And have some joy in our confederacy.
I might have signed for supper, as might she,
But we can skip our college for your house,
And you can introduce us to delight!

Nigel Frith
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Pandy

No, no, I could not. Chrissy’s not your scene.
In fact, she’s of the Left and you the Right!
Your side is of a noble, ancient breed.
She, with a father close to government,
Haunts the encampment of the tribe at large,
Who, disapproving of your former wealth,
And its connections with the British Raj,
(All Indian links are seen as shameful now!)
Will pitch down your bright towers: and just see how!
Also she dances to this Sixties’ beat, and bangs
Her head among the beetles and the stones.
You keep aloof in ancient reverie,
Like to some Medieval courtier, who
From chivalry keeps up with courtesy.
You are too mild and out-of-date and fine.
And heed you this, Chrissy, although my niece,
Would not stay loyal, should a reckoning come.
And those her jeering and satiric friends
Who will be out demolishing your town:
She’ll side with them, and match them, stroke for stroke.
Then if her father wins administration,
She’ll leave our sleepy Oxford for the Smoke.

It's just as when, fighting the Trojan War,
The noble Trojans faced the People’s Greeks,
And Cressida, as Chrissy would, decamped,
And left her Troilus for Diomedes.
Well, if she does, look for the fall of all!
For, once the Left have power, to make them proud
They’ll cancel us and the nobility,
Along with the high culture we endowed.
For on all higher classes they’ll be tough:
They’ll smash the landowners, they’ll trash the masters,
They’ll trounce the farmers, soldiers, lords and kill
All lordly causes with a Commons Bill,
And your high-minded chivalry will be stuffed!

Besides, I made a promise to your aunt,
To keep you from her clutches, and I will.
So find another to award your crown,
And save your chivalry for the chivalrous.

Nigel Frith
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Narrator
Troy turned his gaze again to his first view,
The dahlias and apples in the dell,
And deep in sombre contemplation fell,
Leaving his friend to mark his wounding too.

Pandy
He bears Love’s arrow, and it runs him through,

Narrator
Thought Pandy,

Pandy
Much as with lovers used to go

In Petrarch’s time, when Love was given due
Among the noble hearts and “those who know”.
But what despoilage will it bring him to?
It's bad enough, with our collapsing breed
Suffering the malice of their Leftie creed,
Without the love-dart being notched and shafted.

Narrator
And with these ruminations Pandy parted.

Troy
Near the beginning of last week,
I saw a creature rare and sleek,
Whose crinkled mouth and marbled brow
Gave me the sickness I have now.
But who she was, so fond and fair,
And how to me she could repair:
This was as baffling as new,
And labouring for word or clue,
I sought her tracks, I searched her name,
And with detective friends the same.
But now I learn from Uncle Pandy,
(A man who truly came in handy),
That out of chances by the dozen,
She’s indeed a kind of cousin,
Fair as the morn or even mornier:
Chrissy Bacall from California.
But says Pandy, hold your horses,
She’s not one for your resources,
She is sharp and hard and steadfast,
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She’d easily eat you for breakfast.

Disaster waits that way. Draw back

Go saunter down another track.

Or else: oh grief, oh angst, oh dread!
Yet this all sails over my head.

For how could Chrissy, blithe and blonde,

Who flew herself across the pond,

Be anything upon this earth

But hatched by an angelic birth?

Heaven’s word I have on this:

Chrissy’s a confidant of bliss.

She’s blessed with loads of seraph friends,

Whose spritely stepping never ends,

Whose silked and silver ankles fly

Amidst the earth-encircling sky,

With daisied snood, and bodice tight,

And flies with them, all phoenix-like,

Plumed in greens and cinnabars,

Dancing in circles round the stars.

I've seen her, and I love her so!

I've found her! Shall I lose her? No,

Mortality’s not long to go,

But all of it, from peaks to sea,

Love, shall be sacrosanct to thee!

Narrator
And so he set himself to win her heart,
And dedicated his resolve to wooing,
Prepared a twelvemonth to be up and doing,
Keen to pursue her through the sanctuaries,
And build an inglenook for their first kiss.
No groans against. No sombre warnings off
From wary uncles, primed by anxious aunts!
Who cares what are an angel’s politics?
What matters Left and Right? Chrissy is light!
And he will seek its shining and delight,
Whereby if chance at lecture, or in bower,
Or queueing for a film, Fate should avail her,
He’d seize occasion.

Yet he fails to assail her,

For when he thinks to talk, he gasps and sighs,
And every sighting makes him shrink in fright,

Her presence like a spell forbidding greeting,
And as the autumn chills and winter comes,
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He is as far from summary delight.

Even the trim of her black gown retreating

Out of some smoke-filled seminar or meeting,
Would seem like plumage of a fabled bird

Winging to treetops in a shuttered jungle,

Or like a bloom of lotus in the pond,

Where shock-pink humming-birds and orchid-bees
And cupids capered to a rapping track:

Troy
Clickety click,
Such hair so slick,
Such eyes of price,
Sabaean spice,
Such forehead smooth
As rectitude,
Or silver bent
To figurement!.
Clackety clack,
Such lips to see,
As Buonarottii
Carved for tea,
And stirred it too.
(One lump or two?)
Doopity doo,
Oh, she’s for me!
Milk of my heart,
Silk of my soul,
Harken my art
And have me whole,
Oh, sky-engulfing
Probity,
For thoughts of you
Subsume the role
Of fragments in
Entirety.
So be my love,
And live with me.

Narrator
But though with proof of her identity,
The niece of Pandy, daughter of Bacall,
And with excuses for a fair acquaintance,
Yet still he failed to meet with the fair lady,
And so sought help to overcome his dread.

Nigel Frith
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Back then to Pandy was his track again,
And, all his uncley warnings brushing by,
Tried to persuade him to arrange a supper,
Where amongst friends, in curtained hall or room,
Or Oxford set, he, she and Troy could meet,
A decorous introduction at the least.

But then a fall of snow upon the loam,
As he with an umbrella hied to study,
Brought him some sudden luck, when he discovered
In a round library with a lanterned dome
Chrissy fast reading, in the winter gloom
Cheered by soft lamplight, and at times absorbed
In notes, among a fan of books uncovered
On tables of the Radcliffe Camera.
Then when, the shelves of dictionaries to consult,
To check her end-notes had the right result,
She paused beneath an arch- there was he too!
Insouciantly gliding up to quote
Some telling snatch of Early English verse,
Which she as wittily gave answer to.

Thus did the world of books contrive their meeting,
Cosy and brave amidst baroque arcades,
And from a wooden tray of printed dockets,
Seizing a chance to immortalise her beauty,
He on one bookish slip pencilled her profile-
Ah, such a pink slip in her house is still!-
And after parting, with the sweet ice broken,
He sent her by a college messenger
Aletter and to wile away the time,
An eager little rapper of a rhyme:

The Letter
Tappity-tap,
He folds me up,
A ditty in
An envelope,
And posts me when
It's time to sup,
As amber lamps
Are like to shine
Through Oxford shops
At homing time,
And in her room
I drop unseen,
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As with a lean

And stretching pose,
Perchance to dream,
To bed she goes.

(To bed she goes!
She’s not got me!)

Yet day revolves,
The girl arises,
Lithe and bright
From dewy night.
She pulls the drapes,
She lets in light.
And seeing then
And picking up
The letter with

Its sacred vow,
She sets it by

To read it later.
(To read it later!
Why not now?)

The kettle boils,

The tea is made,
The toast has kissed
The marmalade.
She takes a bite,

She breathes the tea.
She sees the sofa,
Gives a smile,

She sees the letter,
(This is better!)

But stops to think,
Her taste to please,

If she should she roast
A slice more toast.
(O, this is gross!)
And then with ease,
The toast she leaves!
(Oh please, purlease!)
And on her toes

For some repose

To the sofa goes.
(She’s such a tease!)
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Narrator
Chrissy reclined, and aired her lovely arms
By lifting them above her scented head,
Entwining fingers five behind her neck,
Until her eye returned, and flared, and lit
Upon the little poem on the table.
She gazed at it capriciously, her eye
Peeping above the sleek hill of her breast,
To made its letters out, which pleaded ‘Read
Me!” read, like Alice Through the Looking Glass,
An eager little verse, which stretched out arms,
And hands with printed fingers, earnestly
And anciently imploring. And it read:

Letter
Come live with us, and be our love,
And we will all the pleasures prove
Which our old room, beyond the field,
With cosy wallpaper can yield.

Troy
And we will sit upon the bed,
Read to each other, or instead,
If music takes our fancy so,
Listen to the radio.

Letter
And we will chat of this and that,
The ordinary senseless chat,
While underneath our words will break
The waves of love, the deep-sea ache.

Troy
And I will write you little things
To make you laugh, and if it brings
A smile to lips draw pictures of
Landlady’s cat, or Pavlov’s dog.
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Letter
And I will love you now like this,

Troy
And I with no more than a kiss,

Letter
And now with hands,

Troy
and now with heart,

Letter
And now with a more urgent part.

Troy
And so we’ll do no work but play,

Letter
But loving laugh the night away.

Both
If these delights your mind may swerve,
Then live with us, and be our lurve.

Narrator
Those quick, incisive eyes played with the page,
Held it in conversation, and at bay.
But then the smooth hands, and the jerseyed arm
Folded the verse and set it on the table.
The playful girl stroked inquisitive hair,
Curled up within the sofa’s warm embrace,
And closed her grey eyes on an indecisive smile.

And closed her grey eyes
On an indecisive
Smile.

Letter
Ringa
Clickety

Ringa ringa
Clickety clickety clickety clickety
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Ringa ringa roses,

A pocketful of poses,
Atishoo, atishoo,

We all fall down.

Troy
And so I look back on

Those first acquaintances with dripping woods,

Leading my soul’s sweet sister up the drive

Of gleaming gravel, through the glistering leaves,
That smashed against our hands and faces, bush

And tree, the friends of a decaying shrubbery,
From which, as I return, the vision flashes

A mood upon my mind, a stamp unrazeable,
How she and I stood on the pillared porch,
The rain upon her face, the reptile rain,

And on my hands were searching for the key.
The door swings open, and the walk is over.

I do not know what place or when we were,
But such a promenade up to the house
Transacted more than ordinary time

And settled place. It was as if we strode
Through man’s imagination, through his soul,
Where lurk a few dreams yet of paradise,
And if we walked, like gleaming animals,
Through some wet jungle of prehistory,

Or in that time when man held in his hand

A sapling branch of many-summered leaves,
Not yet the olive or the civil fig.
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Scene Two: The Rose Surprised

Chrissy
The sun is up and from the opal east
Strews on the plateau of the silky sea
The liquid pearl of day.

Troy

And we two see
The clustering terraces of olives scale
The blue-caped landscape of plutocracy,
Where once the Roman swells on holiday,
In villas on Sorrento’s promontory,
Harkened to love-songs in a shepherd’s guise.
Ah Chrissy, what dizzy delight we prize,
Driving the Fiat down to Sicily
And now back north to end in Tuscany,
Like some Homeric sea-tour of the Med!
And is not this, the sun-struck balcony
Beside our mauve and cedar-scented chamber,
As magical a nest as in Laconia
The epic youths viewed on their odyssey,
With lilos now for the princess’s bed?
Ah princess, lie you down as lovers do,
And let your lover find himself in you.

Chrissy
So soon again, Mr Impetuous?

What would they say at home, if they could see us?

It's not the usual way to do collections.

And your wild eyes, my lover, can be troubling
To modern-minded foes of openness.

For there is something in your fervency

Which might provide a dish too rich for me.
Yet, shepherd-pie, you give a good canoodle

And with these beefy arms, and biceps twinned,

My Troy Boy is my own Ionic poodle.
On which a song for supper I will sing:
That to put Chrissy from her Troy boy now
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Would cut off Nature from her cogency,
Untwine the eglantine, prise off the moss,
Drag down the ivy from the beechy bough,
And lift the sleepy kitten from her basket.

Troy
At home they take you to be studying,
Lodged in a farmstead in the wealds of Kent,
And me trowelling the relics of Hellas,
While Bruce Bacall, your father, fights the election,
And storms towards a Labour victory.
I still feel guilty taking you away,
When duty should have set you by his side.

Chrissy
Oh, grow up, Troy. I am my own girl, no?
I made my choice. Do you think I am your victim?
No, for I left those boring leaflet-stuffers
And poll-adorers to their mannish ways,
For all their power-lust is not for me.
I am a New Age Liberal, and this
Is a straight-up vacation by the sea,
You but the toy-boy strung along with me.
Do you think I'm captured by your manly art?

Troy
I think you’re captured by a manly part
Which in the matter of its length and girth
Is raring ready for another treat.
So let the plug be stuck in glutted earth.
What song then, love, for this Ionian meat?

Chrissy
Ringa ringa roses.
Pocketful of posies.
Atishoo. Atishoo.
We’d all fall down.

Troy
Charge on a prancing horse!
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Between me and the wall again,
As we chase ecstasy with a lasso,
And tear off its long, shaking mane.

Narrator

So were their days engulfed in brazenness,
‘Mongst bougainvillea and melon-flowers
In sun-struck terraces Tyrrhenian,
A-swagger in the palace of the sun.
And as the sky revolved from blue to plum,
By lamp-lit coves and vine-bedraggled bowers,
They strolled the ristorante supper tables
Where waiters cast fresh linen for the night.
From lapping bays they climbed of fishing boats.
Then slowed on sloping streets, to browse boutiques.
And in one shop, stacked high with gilded cherubs,
Old swords, breastplates of armour, draped in velvet,
Troy purchased for his love a pearl-rimmed brooch,
Enamelled gules with rampant lion or,
Alove-seal of chivalric heraldry,
And on her breast he pinned it, smilingly,
Uncertain whether to deck left or right.
Then arm in arm back to the hostelry,
Under the jasmine and the rustling palms,
They walked in fervour with the torch of love
Passed down the ages, burning in them now.

An anxious note, though, came, when they observed
Displayed alongside a tobacconist’s
Something that would their harmony unnerve,
For on a rack stacked with the foreign papers,
One said in English, “Labour in the lead!”
And then atop a column lower down,
“McCann tipped to take over the FO.”
And Troy said,

Troy
Chrissy, surely you must phone,
To wish him well at least. You need not say,
That he imagines you are where you are not,
But after so long in America,
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You'd cheer him, if you showed some British interest.

Chrissy
You talk to me,
Narrator
said Chrissy,
Chrissy

as if you were
A Norland nanny with a little lord!
Why should I fake an interest? Why pretend?
I was not bred up in gentility, Troy.
I did not sway the Empire’s Indians
Or fight for Queen and country with my breath.
I am myself. My life is mine to live.
And anyway, it bores me all to death,
To see hear these politicians spout their creeds-
It's just the same with Californians!-
When they are all just parroting a feed.
Oh, just forget it and let’s see the scene!

Narrator
And see the scene they did, and the next days,
As August dawned upon the coasts of gold,
They sauntered through Amalfi’s hazy ways,
They traced the headlands and the hushed lagoons,
And from the cool of high walls fortified
Into the parching sunlight they emerged
Just as a sudden flight of doves across
The hot piazza sweep by the church doors,
Whose swagged-up purple skirted dark within.
The bronze bells boomed unto the noonday sun.
And fired by whimsy further from the shore,
They drove north and along Cumaean groves
To courtyards haunted by old tragedy,
Where grey doubts came again, walking athwart
The ghost-filled alleys of the Roman past.
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Chrissy
The lizard creeps across the sleeping street,
No other traffic, shattered wheel and cog,
No more the chariots in the noisy heat,
No more cool shops, and no more “mind the dog”,
Now we two do Pompeii, and at our backs
The gloomy-sloped Vesuvius in the haze
Forewarns us. Flowery rosemary and flax
Stand in neglected courtyards like a maze,
And still insistently the bare-faced sun
Breaks on these stones, which are already broken.
Here poets sighed, and on these coasts strolled one
Who as Catullus sung what erst was spoken,
Making me wonder if I'll wound your heart,
Seeing I'm given Lesbia for a part?

Narrator
Yet when returned unto the purple shores
And the port turrets of Campania,
They under jasmine trellises embraced,
From love’s kaleidoscope of witched romance
Feeding on visions of pellucid stars,
And did in these impassioned arias sing.

Troy
Farewell the nights spent in an empty bed,
Where every creature should find love and rest,
And every pillow feel a heedless head,
And every hand lie on a feathery breast,
For by this night transformed, they are emprized
In the illumination of your eyes.

The dreadful joy that kept me from my peace,
In dark from sleeping, or by light to dream,
And made my ploys and concentrations cease
In the humdrummery of the Oxford scene
Here by this sea, in Italy they prize

The sweet sanctification of your eyes.
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The precious which compels me to confess

I love you, irrecoverably so,

I love the chat of life and parties less,

The fairground music and the swings that go,
The dancing less, the scattered kissing too,
And everything inferior to you.

Chrissy
Come then, and melt my chariness in gold,
And set it kneaded in the stove to bake.
Hold me to joy. Grasp me before I'm old,
And Petrarch’s dish of passion let us slake.
Though frosts are coming, let it lead us out
Of the city and the noisy city street,
To love’s own buzzing fields, where bee-hives shout,
And lo! the purple grasshopper can leap.
There’s only after this a frigid course
Of dull, unappetising clay, the grave,
The gravel tomb-yard, and the blackened horse,
The poplars and the cold wind, being brave.
Come then, and take my body by the waist,
And bend me back into a golden paste.

Troy
My calm of mind, my benison,
My shelter from the outright storm,
There’s nought to want or wonder here
Or home among the North-winds torn.

For warmth as in the summer skies
And bravery as in winter sun,
Brooks no division north or south,
When ash and olive are made one.

Love shields us each from fangs and foes,
And guards, like leaves on the forest floor,
With unobtrusive penury

The gilded treasure from the boar.
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And from your eyes alone my peace,
And in your arms alone my home,
And at your side to bide all ills,

Till coldly-coffined in the loam.

Empty my heart, like mines of gold,

All that I have, receive it, here.

And when the fresh dawn puts on a new coat,
I'll hunt the gold panther and the deer.

You be my rest and my long home,

And I'll step alone in the storms of night,
And ferry back thunderbirds in a cage,
And tie them to our garage-light.

You be my rest and my long home,

And in the hot noon I'll make it my game
To catch the cat-butterfly under the oaks,
And flutter it home on a golden chain.

Chrissy
Oh, once in the winter’s melancholy,
While waiting for you in the square,
As you were unfolding a snowy brolly,
And I was thinking about my hair,

I sensed by fancy we were made
As figures on a frozen screen,
Still in paintings side by side

In an eternal Oxford scene.

And now brought to Sorrento’s shore
‘Mongst sea-urchins and curly shells,
We under oleanders stroll

To distant campanile bells,

And the sea is a pearl-embroidered green,
With indigo dark and the taverns light,
And the air scented like a dream
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Of white tobacco-flowers at night,

So winter and summer, my dear, I trust,
In love survive the snow or sea,

And lovers of dust along with us

At home in our infinity,

And when the wrecks of evening come,
And the sky is enclosed in a purple dome,
By warm-air windows we are met

Under the stars to take all home:

The fisherman packing up his net,
The seamstress taking in her chair,
Orion in his wagonette,

And a ring of sisters in the air.

Troy [softly]
Ringa ringa roses.
Pocketful of posies.
Atishoo. Atishoo.
We all fall down.

Chrissy
So over the sea
In a little tiny boat,
Sailor of Ilion,
Come to me.

And I will knit you
A pretty pearl coat,
For all pretty girls
To see.

It might fetch a fortune,
It won’t cost a groat,

And will last
Everlastingly.
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For love is its knitting,

And I've sewed it with hope,
To last

Everlastingly.

Troy
What then is love, but everything’s completion,
The sea-girt Eldorado in the heart,
The land of gold beyond the world’s depletion,
The treasure-chest of every travel-chart?
Love is the dogged hound who'll never leave you,
The blunt friend who is bound to see you right,
The feast at home, when frosts come bereave you,
And the parade of days is sunk from sight.
Love is the fire of cedar softly burning
Amongst the hidden woods of shuttered Time,
The couch that cures all other journeys’ yearning,
The blind earth underlying the sublime.
And truly, whosoever puts to sea
In love’s good hull comes to eternity.

Narrator

North they drove next, and north this time for good,
On highways of the sun through Latium,
And quitted Naples” bay on busy lanes,
As once the legions between peak and sea
Slip-roaded round the Terracina bluff,
To the great columns of the ruined Rome,
To try their fate in Fate’s own capital.
And through new courts and Christian-surgent Rome.
They strolled to forums and fern-sprouting drums,
Circling by triumphs and baroque facades,
And arm in arm the lovers shopped the streets
From Via Veneto to Tiber’s markets,
While Fate waited to break into their bliss.

Then when from stalls of kindly-scented fruits
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In stone-confining vias, they walked back
Through vespa-roaring Viccolo Soldati,

To meet Navona’s thundering cataracts
Where all four continents made carnival,
They took some coffee at a trattoria.

Near by an Englishman in a straw hat,

A page of broadsheet set before his face,
Was reading headlines of assertive black,
“Labour triumphant, Wilson is PM,”

And “Bruce McCann is Foreign Secretary.”

Troy
Chrissy,

Narrator
said Troy.

Troy

You have to phone him now.
The hotel has a phone booth in the foyer.
I've got enough in cash for foreign calls,
And have his numbers in my diary,
Whom once I've contacted, I'll call you over
And let you talk, if not to him his agent.
We must be prompt with our congratulations.

Narrator

And off before she had the time to answer,
Reaching a kiosk selling papers Troy
Bought one of them, and folding down the place,
Took Chrissy firmly by the arm, and marched,
As she kept gathering her arm away,
Along the street to their accommodation,
Until the pair arrived disquietedly
Out of the warm sun into the hotel.

Down in the foyer at a table Chrissy
Called out for coffee, somewhat bitchily,
And sighed when to the phone booth manfully
Troy strode to get this matter organised,
And squeezing in the booth began to dial.
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But she, as coffee came, soothed by its fumes
Pursing her lips to the familiar drug,

Let slip her eyes, with lashes fluttering,

To read the story in the folded paper,

And with a sudden interest she read.

An English Newspaper
The departing Foreign Secretary has shown himself to be a
good sport, by announcing a take-over party for Thursday
night at his grace and favour stately home, Chevening. The new
Foreign Secretary, Bruce Bacall, has been invited, and to
celebrate the “chivalry of the British Constitution” the guests
are bidden from across the political divide, and include a host
of Sixties personalities. The departing Secretary has
characteristically chosen opera singers and Brains Trust
personalities, while the moderniser Bacall seems to prefer
fashion designers, Angry Young Men and pop stars, who will
all be wearing what is now called “funky gear”. Leading the
pack is the pop star heart-throb, Dai Meades-Jones, known as
“the Welsh Elvis”...

Narrator
Chrissy sat up. She knocked back her espresso,
And with a small jolt and the briefest cough
Plunged into thought, eyes darting here and there,
Running some schemes and planning what to do,
Till she saw Troy beckoning her to the phone booth,
Mouthing the message to her, “It’s his agent.”
Prompt as a pie, she cloppd across the foyer,
While, hand over the phone, he whispered to her,
“He’d like to talk to you. He’s very upbeat.”
She with a glassy smile, the phone apprised,
Nodded her friend away, and indicating
He should resume his seat, she swung about,
Tossing her hair back in high gaiety
And laughingly exuded on the phone
A barrage of high-tailored blandishments,
And then, as Troy sat down, and took the paper,
And started on the story with a smirk,
She forged her talk in earnest, emphasising
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That, no, this must be so, this must she do,

And with much looking at her Cartier watch,

Which had the dates just as it had the time,

She harked and nodded, harked and heaved a sigh,
And jotted notes, the phone crooked in her neck,
While Troy kept reading, first with some amusement,
Of the great party for Bacall’s preferment.

Till she returned, her manner cold and serious.

Chrissy
I need to be with daddy.

Narrator
she confided.

And the unusual piety in her words
Made Troy look up.

Chrissy

The agent’s booking me
A flight to Heathrow, and to leave at once.
You can continue with the car to Florence.
I need to leave Ciampino by tonight,
And land in London for a morning transfer,
Or else I'll miss- to meet daddy on time.
I hadn’t realised just how proud I was
Of father’s record and his bravery.
I need to show him that I care. It will
Be good for him, and better still, for me.
Your country, Troy, is very cold and quaint,
And yet with all its backwardness and quirks
Is helping me to find new sides of me,

Roles that I never thought I'd find attractive.
Yet old-style courtesies: they have their truth.
I better pack. You stay and have a coffee.
And once you've got the car back to the garage,

We’ll meet in England. I'll phone you at home.

Narrator
And up went Chrissy in the elevator.
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Troy
And if we two should meet in life again,
This sudden parting then a while behind us,
And if one destined place, five years or ten
From this one now, both and alone should find us,
We, who this week were dancing to an age
Of sumptuousness, when, flourishing her bow,
Love, as a swaggering player takes the stage,
With all the shoving public at his show,
We, who have swayed our nights with Nature’s tides,
Sharing a-clasp our heart-beat and our breath,
Who have absorbed, while ebb and flow divides,
The programme of the dance of life and death,
Who found the love, and found the rose so sweet,
What should we say, if we should ever meet?

Narrator
And so I close this scene of Troilus,
As did Dan Chaucer many years ago,
Thinking on those constraints that sadden us,

Nigel Frith

Those checks, which this world brings us, high and low,

The road-elect, and path on which we go,
The costly burden of life’s salary,
The wages of the old mortality.

Kindly then think on Troy and on his gir],
And on his dawning woes with sympathy.
Think how he mislaid laughter, like a pearl
Lost in the corridors of some hostelry,

And how his heart’s ease proved so slippery
It slid, a glittering fish, out of his hands

Into the charmed lake of forgotten lands.

And when you have attended all these things,
What a disease is love, and how it grips,

What ragged cheeks and pallid brows it brings,
Take these his lyrics in your fingertips,

And grace their limpid warning with your lips
To show you heed them. Then have clemency,
And do not dwell on Chrissy’s treachery.



TROILUS 36 Nigel Frith

Scene Three: The Canker and the Cure

Narrator

Lugubriously through the English garden,
Troy, the bereft, strolled on the terraces,
Ascending and descending Cotswold steps
Bordered by misty lupins and carnations
Above the Windrush which went sliding by,
Its shoals of sedges cruised by dragonfly.
But no rash hues or quickness lit Troy’s face,
Nor brought a gleam into his sullen eye,
For all his stance betokened wretchedness,
Since it seemed true, as Uncle Pandy said:
Chrissy had left him, taken up instead
With the Greek satyrs that attacked their town,
And sent his comrades to an early bath,
And turned his love eternal upside-down.

Troy now preambled down the gravel path,
Which stretched between the roses and the wall.
The hedge of roses shone upon his face,
A glow which made his anguished shadow fall
Like something cinematic on the stones.

Troy
She’s sent no word, nor card, nor thought at all!

Narrator
His shadow like a creature without bones
Went along sideways on the flanking wall,

Troy
She’s vanished, and beyond the reach of phones!

Narrator
And showed signs of elastic agony,
It seemed an ultra-soul, which seemed to say:
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Shadow
Recant at last. Existence is a pain.
Recant under the pressure of despair,
And curse the life that can’t be had again.

Narrator
But its advice was shuttered from his mind.
Yet if Troy’s heart were opened for display,
I cannot tell what feelings we should find
Locked in its cell, whether reproach or blame,
Erotic hate, frenzy, or mere regret,
To cause the surgeon a vicarious pain,
For struck with ignorance, he wondered yet
How Chrissy could have reason to forget
Her boy, her friend, her flesh, her rapture-sharer.

Troy
For is it not betrayal, such neglect?

Narrator
And those she favoured sure had trounced his set,
And had much fun trashing its old domains,
And gloried in the abasement of the scions,
Whose ancient chivalry was out of mind,
Emblazed with shields of lilies and of lions.

Troy
What idle chat we scattered round,
When lost in love’s sweet art!
What daggered agony of thought
Now that we are apart!

Man’s soul is lost in glittering joy,

It sings, but cannot see.

We're forced to use our eyes and ears,
By our adversity.

I go to my room alone now,
The evening meal is done,
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The after-dinner talk has waned,
With the memory of the sun.

The afternoon was bright and cool,
The conversation too,

But stalking up the dusty stairs,
With memories of you,

The darkness, silence and the gloom
Have undermined my heart,

And with no surfaces to stand

Or sit, now we're apart.

Ah, how the soul resents and wails
Its inconsistency,

Where once it lay luxuriant,

And now in poverty.

What common wind blows us from good,
What rarity to gain.

O wind of our unsettlement,

O shameful wind and rain!

Christ, if my love were in my arms,

And I in my bed again!

Narrator
Troy slumped down fretting in a striped deckchair.
His eyes closed and bent low, fingers enmeshed,
Feeling doubt were a yoke too gross to bear,
Denting his skull, as if to crush it in.
But then his frowning eyelids were unfleshed,
For the arrival of a sound of laughter,
Like the strange sound of swallows in a rafter,
Or puzzled mouse within the toneless wall,
Brought him to ponder on its origin,
If there were earthly origin at all.
Upon the sloping facade of the meadow,
Among the buttercups and golden bees,
Half basking in the sun, and half in shadow,
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A man and woman cantered in the fields.

Troy
Oh, fresh, young lovers in the summer’s fields,
Oh sweet, kind hearts that take the August air,
Oh innocence of pleasure, which God shields
From flames of hate and blizzards of despair,
Oh, how your blessedness is seen complete!
Oh, how my losses are beyond repair!
What goal then next? What highway can I see,
When joy has failed, and has vacated me?

Narrator
And from such scenes he felt his spirit shrink,
As if engulfed in armies of dark earth,
Storming his fortress, with an iron claw
That hooked him from the happy halls of mirth,
And dragged him over the infernal brink,
And as on him a kind of madness bore,
He only wished to sprawl without defence,
Like some beached turtle, stranded on the shore,
And let the heat and seagulls do offence.

Troy
My limbs were aching, and for rest
I took my travel home,
As all my body longed for peace,
As a coffin longs for loam.

From hot days in the eye of the sun
I'd sweated in the fields,

The dust choking my throat, of earth
And what the sickle yields,

And home to come, like prodigal,
With wheat-stalks in my hair,

To find no friend, no cheer, no rest,
No home, without you there!
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Narrator
His brother Hector now passed by in spate,
With car-keys ready to drive forth, till seeing
Troy in a mope, turned from the garden gate,
And thus rebuked his brother for a sop.

Hector
Brother, why let yourself be felled by love?
You're not the first to lose a lollipop.
Arise and serve! Take up the down-flung glove,
And meet the challenge with a man alive,
While still the hinterland is chivalrous.

Troy
But all modes now are bent on our demise.
We can but think of that, if we survive.

Hector
We will survive. You can’t kill chivalry.
Our purpose is to stand and hold the fort,
And sheltering the cast-down and the cancelled,
Regroup and order chivalry’s return.
Heroes of old, of the Aegean Sea,
Caught chivalry from the Epic’s clarion.
We from the bowers and banners of Romance
Put on our armour in our ladies’ eyes,
With cosmic secrets in their very glance.
Fired by this cause, set a redemptive course,
And quest the Grail that ever leads us on.
Our ancient duties ancient thews deploy,
So in this very duty, Troy, sei treu!
Mull it! For this sees off their vanity.

Troy
No, for to brave them is but foolery.
A sneer is all our challenge would provoke,
When honour’s cast as a depravity!
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Hector
Well then, get training for the counterstroke,
There is good ground for company and forces.
Set up the courts. The Grail reactivate.
Raise up again the champions of endeavour,
For in a growing wood of copse or cover,
From where the roots to where the leaves are put
Up through the armoured bark the xylem rises.
Fashion your standing on the truths afoot,
And in the spring will chivalry’s resources
Come blossoming again in glittering prizes.

Troy
Oh, but it’s fantasy so to depaint us!
There’s no call now for hero or for lover.
The drift of the whole century’s against us.

Narrator
Hector walked round to intercept his view.

Hector
Your languor, tempting fate, will make you see
Some humbling by your enemies, I fear,
And further mopingness will then ensue,
Boring your friends to death with tepid beer.
If you are noble, poise should be your due,
And pain and pleasure in its mastery
Should be the spur of chivalry in you.
Aleader keeps the heights, and you must too.
Let the low boys betray the old tradition,
And scorn your stalking on the noble way.
Hold to the road. Ours is the better mission,
And in the waking hills will have its day.

Troy
Well, well, you chasten me, and truly urge
Alover to transcend the place he fell.
Eros and heroes drink of the same well.
Yet what heroic enterprise might rouse
An Englishman under this Sixties purge
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Of everything that England once espoused?
We’'re in an age of hoods and spivs and tarts.
Where’s the heroics in a bog of arts?

Hector

I'll tell you where. Attend a shaping tale,
A story that will haul you from despair.
You know along the landing by the study,
Just when you reach the carpet from the stair,
There’s a glass case, with crushed blue velvet lined,
Of Indian wood inlaid with neat endeavour,
And two wood clamps supporting nought but air,
As if outstretched to bear some absent treasure?

Know then, our grandsire, servant of the Raj,
Was in the princely state of Kharshapur
Resident to the Raja, P. N. Singh,
And they were friends, with noble tastes the same,
Which from their Oxford days they had discovered,
As fostered in the Indian Institute,
With zeal to study ancient chivalry
Of England and of India alike.

And when he moved to be the Resident,
And PN. Singh from Yuvaraj to Raja,
On evenings off in the old library,
They’d pour on English scholarship of India,
Both of the School of Madras and Calcutta,
On Jones’, Prinsep’s and Marshall’s revelations,
Which fed all India with fresh bread and butter.
Or by verandahs at the hour of cow-dust,
Or silver jungles with the moon above,
Sanskrit and English lyrics they’d declaim
From spring to fall of the Great Age of Love,
So those old rhythms were a-work again,
With cosmic secrets in a lyric heart.

This charge and magic shared, they sported, till,
It came the time for Britain to be quit,
And lay her empire in the hands of heaven,
Though since some Indian states denied the fit,
Divisively in Nineteen Forty Seven.
Yet after Independence, by state law,
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As stipulated by the old-style Raj,

Such Rajput cults as flowered in princely courts
Were kept florescent by the Privy Purse,
Giving the princes, in return for power,

The means for grace and ceremony sustained.
And these two joked, the Resident and Raja,
That while in Britain were the nobles purged,
And the old culture of her tongue erased,

The rajas were not taxed to death or spurned,
While India kept her English tongue intact.
So of this charge the Raja made a pact.

The Palace had a lute, of old contriving,
Which kept prevailing grace in peace or war,
Lodged in a case of crushed blue velvet lining.
Maitreyi’s vina was this artefact,

And treasured in the queen’s own hennaed hands,
From the great age of the philosophers,
(One was her husband, Yajnavalkya,

Who to the cosmic secret was her guide).
The Raja gave the Resident the case,

And bade him bear it to his Cotswold home,
As a discreet memento of their friendship.
The vina would the Raja keep, for yet,

In India faith still fed the power of song,
And whether high romance or epic vein,
The Privy Purse enjoined them to maintain.
Maitreyi’s vina would resound as long

As Singhs were in the house of Kharshapur.

But should the Socialists the purse purloin,
Dishonouring what made them constitute,
Then to this India, sundered from her truth,
The Resident must send his youngest son,
Who would be young enough to grace the lute,
And wise enough to guard her heritage.

And from the Raja’s hand receiving her,
Escort her to her proper case again.

So safe by Thames-side, in an Indian vein,
Maitreyi’s vina would in English sing.

Well, Bharat did renege on her agreement,
They scrapped the Privy Purse, condemned the Princes-
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All India too!- to squalor and stagnation,
(Such dues high-minded policy evinces)

And now is come a time to change her plight.
Troy then, arise! This quest depends to you,
Put on your spurs, and earn them in the fight,
The Resident’s descendant and his due.

Sail to the East, relieve the Indian siege,
Reclaim our honour, and to guard the right
Return the vina to her case of blue.

Troilus
Brother, I will obey, for in its moral,
And in my memory, your tale rings true,
And sets the resolution of our quarrel.
And if indeed some secret’s to be born,
As the impeller of our resurrection,
This truth, these measures and their fabrication
Will see our noble love transcend the main.
The spurs you're urging will be won and worn.
The lute is errant. May her song relieve
My churlishness with her Noblesse Oblige!

Narrator
The brother nodded at this iteration,
And Hector drove his car across the plain.
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Scene Four: The Garden in Winter

Narrator
The image gored him, and he gave a leap,
As round his chamber seemed to crash the sound
Of snarling morning traffic, seeing it still,
The image spawned by his psychotic sleep,
That plagued him, badgered him the whole night through,
And dogged him in his disco-deafening dreams.
It was a brooch, gold-lioned on red field,
The brooch bought in the bliss of summer’s heat
And sweetly pinned on Chrissy, and now she-
With how much else beside!- on Dai Meade-Jones!
A token of a girl’s tergiversation
From sinking Trojan to a rearing Greek!
And how hot-topical to fall to him,
The Meade-Jones feted by the Media!
Troy had observed him flaunt it at a party,
A party Troy had slunk to, fancying
He might find Chrissy there, and found instead
The switch-point where the old gave place to new.
Troy’s college, old St Catherine’s, was moving,
Exchanging quaint stone buildings, now too small,
For the fresh quads set out in modern style
Of Danish Jacobsen’s new classicism.
The party was St Catherine’s Farewell Ball,
And the press covered its new attitude,
For since the Norse style had such huge acclaim-
A chair of Jacobsen’s achieved world fame,
When straddled by a floozy in the nude!-
Great show of Sixties revellers attended,
And one was Chrissy, whom he heard was going,
Though with what partner was to him unknown,
And big-haired boys of Carnaby Street were there,
Pop painters and designers and musicians,
And Dai Meade-Jones among them, the Welsh Elvis.
Passing him on the round St Aldate’s staircase,
Though with no sign of Chrissy, Troy straight wondered
If she might be his partner, for he knew
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The lure his Sixties” glamour held for her,
Which drew her swiftly from his Ancient Rome.
And as he passed him on the stairs he noticed-
Not without sneers- a medallion on his chest,
Which, smirking still, he strove to study closely,
And lo! the lion jouncing up and down,
The very brooch which he had given Chrissy,
Clipped on a gold chain round his sweaty neck,
As went the Welshman swaggering down the steps,
And stood, admired, in the atrium below.

But no, it could not be! Oh yes it was!
No, no, it was a coin. A coin? Emblazed
With lion, gules, and on a field of or?
Doubts wracked his thinking. He must know for sure!
So down the stairs to get the matter settled,
He reached the floor, and then- And then he saw
Her ash-blonde hair advancing through the crowd,
And Chrissy in a pearl Fortuny gown
Slipping into the embraces of the Dai,
Who on her silver brow puckered a kiss.

Full suddenly Troy’s heart was sunk in cold,
And all was patent: all his love was trashed,
His sweet Italian idyll in the breeze,
His suffering in Oxford kicked to grass,
His everlasting lady just the squeeze
Of a high-flying pop star at a ball!
And swimming went his eyes, and round the brooch
Circled in his derision in his dream,
Till he awoke and felt his lover’s heart
Pounding as from a ruffian encounter,
Which seemed to him a universal wrong.

Troy
Oh, what can be the mode that shifts these scenes,
And breaks our bliss, and cracks the pact of night?
Which comes from nowhere to destroy our means,
And takes from us our palace of delight?
Oh, what can kill this creed has us in thrall,
The worm’s eye view that triumphs over all?
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For twenty years after our wars are done,

And won the fight, but lost the faculty,

These twerps are praised for trophies that we won
By café pundits in ascendency,

And feats of sneering hailed as artistry,

And trash as art-works of rebellion.

And you, despoilers of tradition’s court,
Designer yobs, in stubble and fake blood,
Your foe is but a studio dinosaur,

Your heroism just some shags and drugs,
Your prize the loot absconded from a store,
Or tugged from soldiers’ bodies in the mud!

Oh, let there be a way to bin this scourge,

And bundle its fey squatters from the highway!
Let there be a broad bulwark to their surge,
And a rebuttal of their wingeing “my way”,
Clearing the rubbish for the open skyway,

And tunnels for the earth’s primeval urge!

Narrator

But next night ever more the nightmares flared,
As in his days of lovelorn retribution,
When on a visit home, in dreams he’d see
Two centuries of perverted images,
That in hallucinating hints declared
The vengeful end of many a revolution:
The genocide of the nobility.

First came the little weirdities a-dimpsing
In creepy scenes: a waddling cosh with legs,
A pink syringe, a toad in lederhosen
Who sauntered up to squat on a church wall,
The wall and church white and Italianate,
A nest of fingering hippies in a ring,
Jerking as if in madness, a strange pattern
In fours to make a hashish morris dance,
And partnered by atonal voices singing,
A kiddie girl with lollipops for ears,
A foul-mouthed actor by a kitchen sink,
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A group of dust-daubed bald contortionists,
And then in dungeons down some stained tiled stairs,
A torturer with tent-peg mallet crying
To one tied to a chair, “Confess! Confess!’
As timpanists kept time with hammer-blows.
And seeming to hear traffic where none was,
Masses of engines grinding angry teeth,
As if a pack of tigers in a street-
A tiger! With a start he struggled up,
For now the cream of the nightmares he recalled,
As in a city being shelled to rubble,
Gutted, bombed out, careering with ripped walls,
Ruin was rained in the Achaian storm.
For first through the dull morn in idle season,
All else as usual in the Trojan day,
Between some bins a tiger’s stripy threat
Was glimpsed afar by Troy and his patrol,
Their women and their children sheltering
For safety in the bowels of the house,
As out they ventured, and there on the road,
The mammoth monster sniffing at the doors,
Seeking to gain an entrance and attack,
With safety owed to one thin pane of glass.
But now the tiger’s troops were in the kitchen-
His peaceful cottage by the brook of Shill-
And down the passage, in their foreign fashion,
Some commissars were ruthlessly conducting
A trial of china, close interrogating
The Meissen onion skin and, pinned beside,
The willow pattern, to attest if they
Were to be cancelled as colonial,
Or else gassed as imperialist untermensch,
Cause of great hurt and harms to the new puritans!
So sounds came now of smashing and of screams
Cut off, and ordure in the trickling passage.
A sabre’s grip Troy seized, hung in his dream
By red thread on an oaken-timbered hearth,
And ran for them, but found the kitchen empty,
Only the sound of cheering through the window,
As out by Shilton’s ford rejoicing hordes
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Of black-masked rebels smashed up cars and carts.

The walls were breeched, the Greeks were in the streets,

The revolutionaries in the city hall.

What opposition then? For now for sure

There was but hope of rallying in the hills.

Out through the smoke then! dodge the foes and flames!
But from the garage, as he slid the car,

Engulfing his protruding bonnet sprawled

The tiger glowering with focussed pupils,

Its hot breath steaming up the means of seeing,

Blocking the Indian hills and any rescue,

Bihari hills, and allies of the Raj!

Till disabused by this unlikely stroke,

He saw it was a dream, and he awoke.

Troy
What do I mean by poverty?
To come into my room at night,
To fumble for a wretched light,
To take a cold, brief stare around
At the bare walls, and their bare sound,
To make these idle noises boom
Like thunder in a distant room,
To drop two dead shoes on the floor,
One empty thud, and then one more,
To disarray, tied, coat, shirt, socks,
Pants, cuff-links in their little box,
Stand naked with all sense gone,
And put weary pyjamas on,
Pray, curse, and cough, and scratch the head-
See, see, this long-neglected bed,
This stab in my adversity!
That’s what I mean by poverty.

Song
So we'll shake the sheets no more, my dear,
And ride the race of love,
For your vampire eyes are wandering,
And you want a change of blood.
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Then go and find new lovers,
There’s no water in your eye,
And what have I to offer now
You've sucked my body dry?

New victims with fresh, virgin blood
Await your vampire bite,

So we'll shake the sheets no more, my dear,
So late into the night.

Narrator
But no brief spurt of hate could cure his love,
Though flat he lay and sweating from the charge,
For floating still, the beauteous thought of her,
Of Chrissy, ruled again, to sweep the dreams,
Like a great pungent wave of bitter brine,
And coruscate his heart. And writhing round
He spurned his bed, set two reluctant feet
On the cold floor, and shuffled towards the bathroom,
From the mundane at least to start afresh.

The smell of an old perfume, childhood soap,
Wafted a sense of comfort from its puddle,

As with its suds he made a Sixties rinse,
(Incessant showers were not yet then in fashion),
And combed his hair and set about his stubble.
But in the dreary task of scraping smooth

A face that had already lost all point

In keeping up appearances, he paused,

And, pondering how it might all end in blood,
Idly imagining his gay, red life

Flowing in ribboned streams, warm and exultant,
Back to its mother earth, which cries for it.

But a bright freak of fancy, born of whimsy,
Changed his glum face, as smiling he remembered
Sheltering from the sultriness of sun
In echoing bathroom by the olive grove,

How Chrissy, having dragged him to the sluice,
Had washed, as she had hers, his hair with beer,
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Their sleek pelts flashing, as they laughed and rinsed,
Like morning sports at a zebras” water-hole.
His mind conjured her from the foggy mirror,
And placed her in the bath, her back a-gleam,
Her blonde hair, darkened with the sudsy wet,
Dangling in brightened rats’-tails on her shoulders,
And breasts, full with young love, hanging in bloom,
Like Canterbury bells, or silken foxgloves.
Pain gave a nippy end to this daydream,
And blood speckled the bloom of shaving soap!

But when he’d towelled himself, and breathing free,
Returning to his bedroom shaved and shiny,
Dressed in old clothes, of reassuring oldness,
He came to think it had a point, this dressing,
And saw the sense of mundane business,
For out there, in a world though Chrissy-less,
There was a fancy fruit might yet accrue,
As autumn loitered in the countryside.

So out the window student Troy gazed down
Between the curtains, radiator-wafted,
On fields of home. Back on his boyhood haunts,
The formulating yards of infancy,
He pondered, and returning to his prelude
He mused if there the seeds of resurrection
Had bedded, as he watched how Nature drew,
With all her stately niceties restored,
The seasons on. The dawn had been a raw one,
The bones of earth lay scattered underground,
And a bewitching frost gave all the globe
A Northern shimmer. Far within the forest
The hedgehog started a long winter sleep.

So harken, for a childhood interlude
Will shows now this repose in its first motion,
As of a hibernating consciousness
Sustained through years of slumber to new waking,
And what was planted now enlivening,
For in his youth a vision he encountered,
Which settled in him a transforming sense
That everything was destined, fixed but free,
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Spun from the nibblers of the greensward shorn
As fibres for our cure and currency.

And thus in Cotswold hazel-woods a-racing

He saw what was bestowed by Nature gratis,
Love as sub specie aeternitatis.

Nigel Frith
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Scene Five: The Garden in Spring

Troy
To take you back into my Eden days,
When children in our summer rags and clothes,
We grew out of the hazy meadow, where
As in a furry oil-painting by Monet,
We stood in grasses, and pursued like apes
The coloured butterflies of August heat,
Ad fontes were to show. I can’t recall
If playing idly in the Oxford wilds,
I had a knowledge of a quest to come,
But there perhaps the soul was being made,
The soul, whose bloom and flourish, ushering
Fall and dismay, makes up this little book.

The Boy Troy
Here I am in summertime in England.
Red is the red rose in the summer garden,
White is the white cloud in the summer sky,
Blue is the blue sea, with our sailors on it,
Here I am at summertime in England.

Dog Dick
Woof, woof.

Boy Troy
Grr Grr Grr Snap.
Snap. Grr Grr Snap.
Snap. Grr Grr Grr Snap-
Dragon in the garden,
What did you say?

Dog Dick
Woof, woof.

Boy Troy
As I'm walking through the garden,
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Down the little garden path,
I can hear the lily crying,
And the red geranium laugh.

There are dragons in my garden,
Snapping at the butterflies,

Which makes all the tiger-lilies
Blow their nose and dry their eyes.

Dart the scene,
Blue and green,
Dragonfly.

At the bottom of my garden,
There’s a faéry princess,
And she’s clothed in a rich ruby,

Dark, red, bright red, blood-red dress.

If you bend a-down to kiss her,
You will see she smells like death.

Oh mad, oh mad, oh mad
Geranium in the garden.

Dick.
Dog Dick

Yes, master?

Boy Troy
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I'd like to have a man to man talk with you, as my personal

friend that is.

Dog Dick

Yes, of course, master. But it'll have to be a man to dog talk in

my case. You see, although I can speak like any other human

being to you, I'm still only a beast to other people.

Boy Troy
Dick.
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Dog Dick
Yes, master?

Boy Troy
How do babies come?

Dog Dick
Well, sir, you ought to know, having been one yourself.

Boy Troy
I seem to have forgotten.

Dog Dick
They are suddenly found under gooseberry bushes.

Boy Troy
No, I don’t mean like that. I mean really.

Dog Dick
Well, they grow inside their mother’s tumtums, and then they
pop out, head first, into the hard world.

Boy Troy
But how do they get there?

Dog Dick
They get there when a lady and gentleman make love.

Boy Troy
But what is love?

Dog Dick

Excuse me, sir, but that sounds like a cue for a song.
My invisible music, please.

Woof woof. Woof woof.

Love is something that you will find out,
When it gives you something to shout about.
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If I said love was the most wonderful thing in the world,
That would be a subjective judgement by the enthralled.
If I said love was a ridiculous abasement,

That would be the view of the cynic in the basement.

It's rather the same in love, as it is in art,

It depends on whether you can play your part.

To the initiated there’s nothing quite like Bach,

But it means nothing to those who live in the dark.

Woof woof.
Bark bark.
Thank you, sir. Is there anything else you wish to know?

Boy Troy
I didn’t understand a word of all that.

Dog Dick
Of course not, master. You will only understand, when it is time
to understand.

Boy Troy
If you can’t explain things so that I can understand at any time
in my life, you must have a pretty third class mind.

Dog Dick
I'm sorry, sir. I am only a dog.

Boy Troy
I run and shout. I laugh and sing.
Being young, I can do anything.
I play all day, and then at night
I go to bed, and I sleep tight.
The time is full, the time is free,
And life is full of fantasy.

The yellow sun, the fiery wheel
Is shining in the biggy blue,
And all I see and all I feel
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Is doing what the creatures do,
With frowns and bounds and snorts and paws,
Over the goosegrass out of doors.

Troy
So hand in paw, across the world’s great fields,
I and my dog travelled at liberty.
Down many a slope, like zooming fiends we’d race,
The ears of Dick flapping like butterflies,
And in the longer grass, through hay-built tunnels,
We’d rout the insect field-mouse and the vole.
The pigeons cooed behind our sports, and spoke
Of cool-plumed shadows in the hazy trees.
When in the woods we took our evening walk,
The black flap of a crow would startled us,
All vampire-like, up in the sunset branches,
And then we’d see, winging a crooked course,
It make for shelter. Also in the forest,
Although Dick would deny it, we would see
Far in the distance elves and goblins dancing.
The nymphs would wail the passing of the day,
Hallooing in the roar of waterfalls,
Or in the silent drizzle of a shower.
But once inside the wood...

Boy Troy
Inside the wood, inside the gloom,
It’s like a leaf-wallpapered room,
With speckled emerald and beech,
And aspens shivering each by each.

Dog Dick
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And in from fields, down the avenue of elms, through the

conglomeration of sycamores, past the meeting of moot-oaks,

under the congress of senatorial pines, into a theatre we passed,

sheltered by thicket, almost open to a strange new sky,

surrounded by darkness, lit from above, with some stones
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pointing a way through the forest, and the grass by invisible
feet trodden down.

Boy Troy
What's this, Dick? It looks like a memoriament.

Dog Dick
A memorial or a monument. One or other, sir, not both. It is
indeed a sort of lapidary memorial or monument, and bears an
inscription... Let me just read it through...

The Inscription

[transliterated for performance]
teh thea Aphroditeh tode mnehmeion anetetheh. w
paranissomene, blepsas tousde logous arw. hehmeis auto
oikodomehsantes oupote polu apesmen apo sou- hehmeis men
bebiwkamen soi de xronos tis periestin en teh tehs luras
diadromeh- kai dehn tousde tous logous leipomen tw oditeh en
teh odw. tethen tou Troilou Priamideo keleuontos.

Dog Dick
Yes- if I can translate the Greek properly (some Homeric Greek
too) with a couple of adaptions, it runs: “To the goddess Venus
this monument is dedicated. You who pass by, look on these
words and say a prayer. We who built it are never far from you-
we have lived, you have still time, on the journey of the lute-
and so we leave these words for the wayfarer on his way. Set
here by my order, Troilus Priamides.”

Boy Troy
Troilus! But that’s Troy like me! And it’s funny lettering, so
where does it say it? Does it really say Troilus? I can’t see any
words now. Where does it say Troilus?

Dog Dick
There.
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Boy Troy
But there’s nothing at all there. No writing a bit. You made it all
up. Dick. Did you make it all up? Where’s the writing? I can’t
see any now.

Dog Dick
You haven’t written it yet.

Boy Troy
There are times, Dick, when you are very stupid. No wonder
you are only a dog.

Dog Dick
I must be off.

Boy Troy
What?

Dog Dick

It is time for me to go. The hunters and the horns are sounding
the recall.

Boy Troy
Dick! Dick! Where are you going? Wait for me, Dick! Come
back! Come back! Dick!

Troy
And as, out of the mists of dawn, the sun
Smiles like a lady wrapt in olive-green,
Whirling around her daisies in a cloud,
So from behind that blank-faced monument,
Stepped out a lady, whose face, far from blank,
Seemed like a centre of all intellect,
Of Love’s design a muse and messenger.
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Love-goddess
Troy,
Troy
she declared,
Love-goddess

your town is sacrosanct,
For Chivalry and Love keep mastery.
Wherefore, when war makes you extravagant,
Recall how Brutus founded Troynovant,
To hold the oceans of the world in fee,
And follow England to the Orient.
Seek then to aggregate their mystery,
The sages of the self of East and West,
And tend the high tide of discovery.
For as your forebears from the college gate
To Inde returned the decagonic star,
Enhanced with mastery of her register,
So in her halls may you matriculate,
In the exchanges of our history.
Bring then from India the sweeter bait
Into the case of love’s own minstrelsy.
And when from other suns you have your sum,
Pledge at the fount of honour your return,
The dim-lit well of English Ilium,
And wait the stirring of the day to come.

Narrator
And so she faded, as the shadows flee,
When comes the crocus-coloured gloaming on,
Beside Chiassi’s pinewoods and the lea.

And being stirred by perfumes quaint and quick,

As of the blossoms when Scirocco blows,
Seeking to have his puzzlement made good,
Forgetting he had run back through the wood,
Leftward he turned and quietly whispered.

Boy Troy

Dick.
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Narrator
But Dick was gone.
As if by centrifugal force, the tears
Gathered under his eyelids, and he stood
Like a relinquished schoolboy at the term,
Or summer worker with his holiday
A memory at the front gate of the firm,
Till kindly time should bring another year’s.

Troy
Day was at bay, and in the waning heat
The tinged Sicilian twilight gathered in,
Like some late reaper gleaning scattered wheat,
The images of evening: fishermen
Mending their nets, and boys and girls who played
In sunset countrysides of figs and palms,
Of silver-fading olive-trees, and laid
Autumnal dust, sprinkled with tears and charms.
The hanging smoke breathes out amidst the trees
Far on the soft slopes of the mountainside,
Marking small hearths, and in a room like these
We were together in the even tide.
On outside chairs old spinsters sat to chat,
And the lonely cypress spawned the evening bat.
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Scene Six: Rose Fall

Troy
Once as love’s fool, on a tutorial bent
On Chaucer’s story of the Trojan knight,
I baulked at Troilus’ courtly lover’s plight,
And could not credit the predicament:
Swooningly wounded in love’s tournament
By black-clad widow in the temple’s light!
But then a black-gowned blonde clopped into sight
Along a bridge beside a battlement.
Like thunder echoing on the college wall,
Like sunlight striking hills across the plain,
Like bells at dusk from snow-hushed cloisters tolled,
It caught me, the whole passion of it all,
And schooled by love into her noble fold,
I never baulked at courtly love again.

Troy
I got a letter yesterday,
A letter pert and plain,
Bidding me plant the sprig of day
In the rustling rain,

Seeking a summer’s kite to fly
Across the winter skies,

But would it take up like for like,
And would it too be wise?

Old loves are like forgotten scars
Long caught in far off wars,

And memories can hurt again
Remote from the first cause.

The autumn days are shortening,
The flashy flowers are gone,

The swallows have left twittering,
The owl has had its song.
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So has not love to end, my dear,
When wounds have lost their hurt,
And kingdoms we were lovers in
Gone to dark and dirt?

And should not love atone, my dear,
And set us two astray,

To pass the torch of love again,
When we have had our day?

Chrissy [off]
Ringa ringa roses.
Pocketful of posies.
Atishoo. Atishoo.
We all fall down.

Troy
For last night, Chrissy, in a crowd of people,
Flashing a distant prospect of a steeple,
You seemed for me to run up flags of joy
And semaphoric purpose to employ,
To signify a truce. So I wave back,
Without the ocean moving, just like that,
And, yes, I catch you, and I murmur words,
All arbitrary, while you look everywhere,

Searching the ground like Chaucer for a hare,

And flash, like captured dragonflies in jars,
Your nervous eyes, chaffinches behind bars,
Birds of all season, all with the intent

Of singing choruses of merriment,

As if without a surfeit or a drought,

But ordinary measure counted out,

We should slip back to our old happiness.

Nigel Frith
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Chrissy [off]
Ringa ringa roses.
A pocketful of poses.
Atishoo. Atishoo.
We all fall down.

Troy
Approaching, though, with scars across my heart,
And sadder grown and wiser to your mind,
Approaching, though, reluctant to restart
What the lost months have left in rags behind,
Approaching, though, less innocent and kind,
And weighed with some reproach, wary with blame
Of falling headlong down the pit again,

Approaching, though, with cooler heart for you
Who made a choice- and I to sleep on it!-
Approaching, though, with other things in view
As might not strike all temperaments as fit,
Approaching, though, whether I fold or flit
Under the weighing of the yes and no,

What sort of love could then get up and go?

To settle which I make a tour of time,

Sifting the squares and lanterns where we’d meet,
And quiz the arbour which inspired my rhyme,
And the bright windows which were your retreat,
Along the cobbles of your uncle’s beat,

Where all love’s merriment and cheer was ours
In the booked nooks of academic bowers.

Narrator
But the house empty, and the window panes
Glared in the sun with brazen vacancy,
The curtains shut, the doors devoid of sound,
And gave as answer to his asking eyes
Nothing but the opacity of sorrow,
Its arbour now no harbour of his prize.
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So on he maundered further down the road,
Sensing his anguish reaching overload,
Uncertain where to turn his sagging steps,
Until beside a porter’s lodge he stood,

And on the panel of a college gate

Raising a puzzled look, saw carved at large
In Taynton stone a scene of mystery.

For there were set a bishop in a wood,

And hounds and conies by a rabbit-hole,
And a great star, set eastward as a charge
Ten-pointed underneath a fruitful tree,

All which sent echoes in the vales of thought,
To which a brother and another led,

And brought a sudden purpose to his stroll.

For he recalled in infancy afar
A prophecying Love-goddess had said,
That since his kin to India had made way,
In tracing home her decagonic star,

So should he too, and in his wanderings-
The subject also of his brother’s lay-

Bring back Maitreyi’s vina to her case,
Scattering clouds of kisses from her strings
In the world’s wayfaring of star and lute.
So Hector urged him, and abroad to dare,
With secret truth keeping him resolute,

To serve the motherland in outremer.

So Troy strode on, and pondering this new route

Taking a leafy lane of sage retreat,
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He stepped from ancient streets to fresh-reaped furrows,

Among the slanting sheaves of autumn’s harvest,
Where the field’s edge let sparrows have their larders

And little mice their unobtrusive burrows.
The solar star beat with a constant heat,

Though sinking fast over the high-walled gardens,

And in the nearest square of shattered wheat,
Children pretended picnics in the sun,

Or were they rabbits in the yellow heat?

For small ones sported in a fluffy troop,

And then a doe would chase them all away,
So that they fled as in a rabbit-shoot.
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The disenchanted and the circumspect
Left his old ways then, and in search again
Turned to seek waters from the autumnal plain,
That sliding ever seaward might project
A novel subject in an old refrain.
He passed two trees, as slender as the stalks
Of marsh-reed, or the European bamboo,
And kept the direction of his lonely walks
Leftward from where the sinking sun in view
Had spread the shadows, as if drawn in chalks,
And pondering still, with help from me and you.

Troy
Old man, my apples lie in a heap,
Rotten they lie, and I leave now
My key to the collegial door,
Which opened once, but opes not now.

Old Man
Why open it? What is inside?
But that the worms will crumble up,
The marrow of a butterfly,
The dust around a kitchen cup.

Troy
From soft and silky lip-waves I
Turned to see turrets fall in flood.
Old man, our palaces they lie
Sacked by the Satyrs in the mud.

Old Man
No bricky bond, no stoney shows
Have raised a monument to those
Who lodge their morals in their spite,
When theirs is a dead revelry.
Know that alone in chivalry
Morality is a delight.
Seek then the stars that lead beyond,
And the trident of the night.
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Narrator
Troy stopped again, surveying the old way
Where in an hour the Western sun would sink
On college walls that round the gardens snaked.
But then the aspect of a coming day
He scanned, where evening stars were weighed and waked,
And waters in the ocean recompensed.
Then was his mind stirred, and inspired to think
On pilgrimage to come, and pledges staked,
And all his body quivered at the drink
Of such elixir as is never slaked,
Such as the desert feels, which craved for rain,
And then with tears was ably recompensed,
That capers, thorns and hyacinths dispensed
Their perfumed spells, and dusty day again
Struck her encampment on the stubbled plain.

Troy
Where is my mistress and her care?
Drawn away by steeds of air.
Where is the silver voice of the dawn?
Over the road is a white hawthorn.
And nightmares, where are the foes of sleep?
Lying diminished at one’s feet.
Where is my stay, my institute?
In the bosom of the lute.
And my heart’s eternal wishing?
In the days of pearl and fishing.

Chrissy [off]
Oh, over the sea
In a little tiny boat,
Sailor of Ilion,
Come to me.

And I will knit you
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A pretty pearl coat,
For all pretty girls
To see.

It might fetch a fortune,
It won’t cost a groat,

And will last
Everlastingly.

So say me adieu, love,
And have good hope,
For this coat holds
Emotively,

Since love is its knitting,
And I've sewed it with hope,
To last

Everlastingly.

Troy
Farewell, my lovely with the silver brow,
I shall be thinking of you in the nights,
Although they burn no longer with such lights.

From dust and dark I make a roundel now,
And with old metres fashion new delights.
Farewell, my lovely with the silver brow,

I shall be thinking of you in the nights.

The times have gone, when we have watched the plough
Turn up the fields of heaven and the heights,
And fill our eyes with such triumphant sights.

Farewell, my lovely with the silver brow,
I shall be thinking of you in the nights,
Although they burn no longer with such lights.
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Narrator
And so at last where waters flow,
By childhood fishing-haunts to go
He seeks the Isis. Here the pools
Breed little perch and lesser bream
That pass through underwater schools
Towards an oceanic dream.
He walks by boathouse and by deck,
He strides a wet, mud-scented stage,
He wraps his coat around his neck,
And feels love’s cloth is sooth and sage,
Not fretting now with lover’s rage,
But cheerly cut, for constancy.
Then by a path, beside the range
Of mists that take away the weirs,
He senses- with the sun so wan,
As shape and shadow disappears-
That all is seasonly, all change,
And wintry vacancy, “All gone!”
(The cry we breed our babies on)
All gone, his bliss, his summer’s toy,
All gone, his love and courtly joy,
All gone, while blind sublimity
Lights the inward highway on.

Troy
Oh, I went out one morning,
One morning fair and free,
To walk into the country
But a mile or two, or three,

And passed the parsley hedgerows
Where docks and daisies grow,
And maundered in the orchards
With their crimson froth of snow,

And over humming hillsides
But a little way to walk
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Among the grassy oceans
And horses made of chalk.

And Love, it was my lamplight,
And lit me on my way.

And so I came a-roaming

To the snows of Himalay.

Day ends, the country changes,
Darkness is in the air.

Aharder road lies onward,

A further way to fare.

Farewell, my own, my only,
Farewell, my bedfellow,

For I must end a country walk,
Begun so long ago.

Nigel Frith
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Scene Seven: The Mist

Pandy
Well, it’s back in its case, and you can rest from a good task
done. Come in, Troy, my dear boy, come over here by the fire.
Wending all this long, long way from the furnace of Karshapur,
you must be riven by the cold. Yet the lute seems cosy in her
blue enclosure. You too must keep your coat on.

Troy
Ah Pandy, when will we have an end of days like this? I came
with a vina from the jasmine jungles, and pitched from
Paddington through a wintry scene. And then here at last I
could hardly see my way to the house through the fog and the
frost. You left the lamps on for me, but it seemed different. And
this but the beginning of winter!

[Enter Dairy]

Pandy
No. Dairy. he’ll keep his coat on. Draw the curtains, and bring
us a glass of brandy, Dairy, and some gingerbread.

[Dairy draws the curtains. Exit Dairy]

Pandy
As you must know, it’s straightened times, and the house not
what it was. Your old bedroom is now kept empty. It was far
too cold, what with the bronze stands and the marble floors.
We're using the nursery instead, but have moved in some
tapestries and bed-hangings. They seem to make it warmer.

Troy
The tokens of old courtesy, ay, we hoard them against hard
times! And the same holds in the fractured East, with the
princes swept away, purloined of power and purses. The
modern world has a glossy body, but its heart is starved of
nobility. So it falls to us to keep the drills, maintain the meiny
and see we be up for the time of return. For the lute in its case,
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in a Victorian housing, affirms in English the strains of
Romance, and will sing in a new age.

Pandy
The Resident would have you think it so, as will your brothers,
when you see ‘em.

[Enter Dairy, who hands drinks round]

Dairy
We had a bit of trouble with the boiler this morning, sir. The
sudden cold has rather upset it. But a man came, and his bill
will follow.

Pandy
[shrugs] They come, they go. Put on that lamp, as you go out.

[Exit Dairy]

This is some of your aunt’s gingerbread. She’s quite taken to
cooking. She also made some brandy snaps for the children,
and toffee apples.

Troy
I remember in Chrissy’s time, coming like this. It was similar
weather.

Narrator
He remembered the weather, and everything frozen and lost in
mist. It was the last time he saw her. A dreamlike time. But now
he was looking at Pandy, waiting for him to speak, and Pandy
was staring at his gingerbread. So Troy spoke.

Troy
Pandy, it's quite all right for me to see her. I know she is here.
There will be no harm in one last meeting.

Pandy
You weren’t supposed to know she was over from the States,
and she hasn’t been back for years. I don’t know who told you.
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You'd think it'd been fixed. [Pause, stares at him] Oh, very well.
She’s just in the other room. She’s very much of the new world,
you know. She has no truck with us hoarders. Pass me my
glasses, and I'll go and read the papers.

Narrator
And he began to fetch her.

Pandy
[Going] She’s watching television. [Exit]

[Troy finishes off his brandy]

Pandy
[re-entering} She had no idea you were coming tonight. It'll be
quite a shock.

Troy
Well, I had no idea she was coming. It was not pre-arranged.
Will you fetch her?

Pandy
Like Mercury, I will bring back your mistress from the
underlands.
[Exit Pandy]

Narrator
The strange weather had continued many days. It had held the
whole town in suspense. Troy had come up the long drive on
foot, and everything had been white. The fog had frozen on all
things, day by day increasing, till all was made of mist, like a
picture of the past. On every branch of the faded hollyhocks, on
every flourish of the wrought iron gate. An old world, wrapt in
mist, a world of longing.

[Enter Chrissy]
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Chrissy
[frowning] We really mustn’t talk again after this. For though
I'm here with old things to settle, I shan’t be staying. And I'm
just not the same. And you too, Troy, for so long gone away in
your far off land, you too must have things to settle. For you too
can not be the same?

Troy
Oh, all that I was I am. I must thank you for your letter.

Chrissy
And you yours.

Troy
And yet Chrissy, there’s a time for poetry, and a time for prose,
and we are in our prose age, so our story must have a prose
ending, which began in poetry. And yet, back West, old habits
die hard, and even in London just now, among her arches and
taxis, I did indeed yearn for the old haunts again, and the old
company, and coming to this house. To look on your face once
more.

Chrissy
Ah Troy!

Troy
For these halls now, which are caught and suspended in winter,
are rich still with the days we have seen, and the days which
will dawn for others. So let us but step ourselves back in
readiness, and wait the splendour of the days to come.

Chrissy
You are still the same. [smiles] Like an old coat.

Troy

“To last ever-

Chrissy
lastingly.”
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Narrator
Beyond the curtains, the frost had continued. He spoke of the
house, and how one night, down a corridor, he had heard Death
playing a harpsichord. It was a long time now, and the music
had finished. She spoke their summer, and how she saw she
had rushed into a kingdom unknown, and out again. But now
they must keep faith with the mundane. For the heady flower of
their lives was gone, the fire was out, and they stay too long by
the embers. It was time to go. They said their adieus. Farewell,
farewell, my own, true, only love. Farewell, my heart, farewell,
my soul’s joy. And he stepped out once more into the fog.
Chrissy watched him go. The porch lamps lit him, and the mist
took him into silence. She held the heavy curtain back, and
watched him go. There, for the last time was her boy Troy.
There, for the last time was her ventured summer. There, for the
last time was the yearning her soul had suffered for so long.
The curtain fell back into place.



