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Suzanne Raitt on poetry and desire

Strains Of Love

Love can seem at times a
dubious pleasure. And it is
its dubiousness, as much as
itspleasure, that is celebrated
in this anthology of women's
poetry, appearing close on
the heels of John Fuller's
Chetto Book Of Love Potry.
The Virago Book OF Love Poe-
try (Virago, pbk £6.99), edited
by We‘ocS]/ Mulford, makes a
virtueout of editoria idiosyn-
crasy (Mulford emphasises
that ‘the editors have not
tried to be fair or representa-
tive'), and this makes for a
collection that is at times ir-
ritating and even baffling.

But probably this is how it
should be. The editorswanted
to 'deconstruct the love

as such’, and often,
searching for our own expe-
rience in these pages, weare
frustrated, aware of how
much is lacking not only
from this book, but also from
loveitsdf.

There are dl sorts of un-
expected inclusons here,
like Blaga Dimitrova's poem
about her mother (‘'Her skin-
? hand/pulls mine into the

ark'), and Anne Stevenson's
about her child. But thisrich
diversity cannot drown out
the anger and the disappoint-

ment of Anna Akhmatovas
'You Thought | Was That
Type, or Georgia Johnson's
‘The Heart Of A Woman'.
Reading so much about love,
one cannot help wondering
what women ever had to gain
from it. Perhaps the topogra-
phy of anger and resentment
smply makes more impres-
son than the contours of
satisfied desire, found in
Sylvia Townsend Warner's
beautiful but start]igI '‘Drawing
Y ou, Heavy With Sleep'.

It is sad to fed this way,
even though there are conso-
lations, like Anne Finch,
Countess of Winchilseals
poems to her husband. But,
In a collection informed, as
Mulford tells us, by its edi-
tors' feminist commitment,
contradiction and a lack of
easy answers are inevitable.
The matter-of-fact minglin
of lesbian and heterosexu
erotic poetry is to be app-
lauded: here lesbian love is
welcomed without comment
into what has been at times
an oppressively short-sighted
tradition. Its presence is a
part of the eclectic aims of
this volume: nobody and,
just as importantly, no fee-
ling must be left out.
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But not al feelings arelove;
and not al writing spread
irregularly on the page is
poetry. We wonder about art
as well as about affection.
Where do we draw the line?
Every reader will find some
poems whose presence here
seemsintrusive, on aesthetic
or emotional grounds. The
volume is uneven, its provo-
cativeness not always under
control. It should perhaps
have had a stronger argu-
ment, aless eccentric way of
proceeding; and we might
then have learnt something
out of the ordinary about
love and politics.

For in spite of al the differ-
ences s0 carefully in relief
here (differences of
nationality, of race, of class,
of sexuality), there is a cu-
rious monotony weighin
down this book. Too many
the poems are contempor-
ary, free verse rhapsodies or
polemics, for there to be

much spice in the reading of
it. We fedl very strongly the
personal taste of the editors,
the pressure to include more,
and often more of the same.

It could be, too, that to have
a considerable number of
poemsintranslation deadens
the language in the collec-
tion. In a book largely about
bodies and sexual love, not to
have al the poems in their
original incarnations triggers
another set of frustrations. To
leave them out might have
been equdlly a deprivation,
but reading lovein trandation
makes us fed even more hal-
lowly at adistance.

Yet it is because of such
feelings - of remoteness, of
absence, of fright - that we
are aways so hungry for
Imore: more |ove, fmor_e fee-

ings, moreways of saying it.
Many of the g%s of The Vi-
rago Book Of Love Poetry are
a0 its virtues: rather like
love itsdlf, in fact.©
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