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          Matthew Sweeney’s tenth collection of poems is as sinister as its dark forebears, but the notes he hits in Horse Music are lyrical and touching as well as disturbing and disquieting. Confronting him in these imaginative riffs are not just the perplexing animals and folklorish crows familiar from his earlier books, but also magical horses, ghosts, dwarfs and gnomes.
            
        

          Central to the book are a group of Berlin poems – introducing us to, among things, the birds of Chamissoplatz who warn of coming ecological disaster, or the horses who swim across the Wannsee to pay homage to Heinrich von Kleist in his grave. Many poems in the book range freely across the borders of realism into an alternative realism, while others stay within what Elizabeth Bishop called ‘the surrealism of everyday life’ – such as a tale about Romanian gypsies removing bit by bit an abandoned car.
        

          Horse Music is not only Matthew Sweeney’s most adventurous book to date, it is also his most varied, including not only outlandish adventures and macabre musings, but also moving responses to family deaths – balanced by a poem to a newborn, picturing the strange new world that will unfold for her. That strange world unfolds for us too in the eerie poems of Horse Music.
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There was an old man of Whitehaven,
Who danced a quadrille with a Raven;
But they said – ‘It’s absurd, to encourage this bird!’
So they smashed that Old Man of Whitehaven.
 

          EDWARD LEAR
            
        
 
 
 
Naked, exposed to the frost of this most unhappy of ages, with an earthly vehicle, unearthly horses, old man that I am, I wander astray.
 

          FRANZ KAFKA, ‘A Country Doctor’

(tr. Edwin & Willa Muir)
            
        
 
 
 
Whssht, and away, and over the green
Scampered a shape that never was seen
 

          WALTER DE LA MARE
            
        


         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Emperor’s Dwarves

The chimes of midnight fade from the Clocktower.
The Emperor’s drunken dwarves are not abed.
Someone should take the schnapps off them,
open the window, fling it down Schloßberg
to smash against a yellow-flowering tree.
They are dancing, they are singing, fighting.
The Easter ham is piled high on a plate,
and, mouth full, one dwarf does handstands
while their Pekinese jumps and barks.
Someone should call in the Imperial Guard
to grab each dwarf and bring to the dungeon –
a good place for hangovers in puny men.
Where are their flutes, their mandolins, violins?
Why is Mendel not writing those ballads
that the Emperor’s wife values so much?
Rico, the Head Dwarf, is asleep on the floor,
an empty bottle overturned beside him.
This is no way to celebrate holy Easter.
The painted eggs are flying through the air.
The Pekinese howls as the clock chimes one.





  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Vintner’s Boat

The vintner rowed his boat
as close to the lake’s shore
as he dared, and in the prow
stood a five-litre bottle
of his Cabernet Franc Barrique.
                  
A big man, he powered on,
past sunbathers, past sleepers,
past fisherfolk, whose lines
he took care to avoid.
Behind him, a school of perch
grew in numbers, as if all
were reincarnated drinkers.
The odd shout encouraged him
to launch paper aeroplanes
carrying his email address.
One man swam after him
but was poked by an oar
and called a wine pirate.
The vintner whistled a chanson,
                  
between swigs from a hipflask –
his prizewinning Lie.
                  
Overhead, the egg-sun fried.
He took a bite from a saucisson
                  
and rowed his red boat on.





  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
The Village of Scarecrows

In the village of scarecrows
every house has one
and some belong to no house,
stand there meeting the cars
that sometimes slow down.
And no scarecrow looks like another,
some are tall, some small,
one presents a smiling visage,
another a scowl, one is the priest,
another is the policeman,
a third is the village madman
and guards the vintner’s cave,
then graces the label
of his best wine, which
the creator of the scarecrows
drinks free every night
to inspire him to new forms
of scarecrow, which he tests
on his two pet crows,
then plants before dawn.
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