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				Foreword:

				A European Poetics

				In our retrenching times of rising nationalisms, the deeply European poetry of Christopher Moncrieff comes as welcome respite. Moncrieff has spent much of his adult life on the Continent and his polyglot credentials are everywhere on display. He is an experienced literary translator and, indeed, almost all of the poetry in this book was originally conceived and partly composed in either German or French, then painstakingly translated back into the poet's first language. This inescapably means that the poetry in question has a European pedigree and a distinctly non- or one might almost say anti-British sensibility. (Indeed, Moncrieff often describes himself apophatically as ‘not-British’).

				 Moncrieff is particularly critical in some of these poems of what he perceives as the insular island mentality of the British, and of the English in particular, a national introspection capitalised on by the architects of "Brexit", to a point that its xenophobic aspects have become 'acceptable' in the mainstream. Moncrieff is furious in his riffs on white cliffs, or the 'whitewashed shop-front cliffs' as he picturesquely depicts them; scathing, satirically merciless—in merciless times that defy satire. 

				 The main body of Moncrieff's work, however, is more philosophical than political, almost always polemical, but in the main wistful, meditative, peripatetic, erudite, didactic and occasionally esoteric. In these senses his cosmopolitan poetics has much more in common with European poets thanwith British poets, not only in terms of style but also themes. But if we triedto place him in a British canon then the closest comparisons would be tomid-20th century expatriate poets such as Bernard Spencer and LawrenceDurrell. Moncrieff's free-flowing, polished but unshowy descriptive lyricismrecalls Bernard Spencer in particular. Moncrieff himself cites Rainer-Maria Rilke as his main poetic influence, though one can also detect that ofEgypto-Greek poet Konstantinos Kavafis (anglicised as C.P. Cavafy). Hispoetic prose pieces, set as many of them are amongst the shuttered windows, shadowy courtyards and baroque facades of various European capitals, are reminiscent of Christopher Isherwood.

				 Moncrieff writes from an expatriate viewpoint, even though he is nowrepatriated, and is presently resident Royal Literary Fund Fellow at NewnhamCollege, Cambridge. His poetry fuses foreignness with themes of difference,Otherness, Elsewhere, the Outside. Wherever Moncrieff's poetry takes him it is always on the periphery, on the fringes, never fully a part of things, never settled, not fully integrated. He is the effortless foreigner, and never
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				more so than when in the country of his birth. Moncrieff's first taste of livingon the Continent came through being stationed in Germany in the services at the height of the Cold War, and a number of his poems and poetic proseherein gift us fascinating insights into foreign service in the shadow of theIron Curtain. One is almost put in mind of John McGrath's play Events While Guarding The Bofors Gun, filmed as The Bofors Gun in 1968, and of its misplaced, middle-class, educated National Service protagonist, Lance Bombardier Evans, played in the film by David Warner, who is relentlessly tormented by the obstreperous working-class Irishman, Gunner O'Rourke (Nicol Williamson). 

				 These are themes seldom served in verse, and have as fellow travellers: tarot, military history, classical music, philosophy, Continental cafe culture, bohemianism, smoking, angst, travelogue. Moncrieff's leitmotifs are inclinedtowards the melancholy: 'blue', 'black', 'night', 'silver', 'forest', 'shadow'and 'water' feature throughout. (A particularly striking recurring image is 'peacock-blue cigar smoke'). These imageries give a phantasmagorical charge to the poems which, combined with political, philosophical and spiritualpreoccupations, share similarities with the work of posthumous Caparison poet, Howard Mingham. 

				 This poetry is unashamedly didactic; Moncrieff wears his considerable learning, and linguistic cultivation, on his sleeves. Names such as Dostoyevsky, Goethe, Kierkegaard, Kavafis, Kafka, Hölderlin, Hofmannsthal, Stānescu, Mann, Brecht, Flaubert and Castiglione populate his lyrical meditationsunobtrusively. His poetry is unapologetically high-cultured, a characteristic which marks it out instantly as something quite apart from the often anti-intellectual, apolitical postmodernist British mainstream. His Modernisticlyricism links back to the New Apocalyptics and New Romantics, such as Robert Conquest and George Barker, respectively. As with veteran poets Barry Tebb and Alexis Lykiard, Moncrieff ploughs his own furrow far outside the polished corridors of contemporary 'poetical correctness'. 

				 The formative poems on school days and experiences as a young officer bring to mind the German Bildungsroman mode and such works as Goethe'sThe Sorrows of Young Werther, and Robert Musil's The Confusions of Young Törless (the latter translated by Moncrieff for the 2014 Alma Classics range).In these travelling verses we visit Bucharest, Budapest, Berlin, Vienna, Paris,Prague, Belfast—but wherever we find ourselves our guide Moncrieff gifts us the vantage of Elsewhere. 

				 Moncrieff's Europeanism of theme and poetic approach also draws comparisons with two poets with links to Budapest, the Hungarian capitalthat features in several of his pieces: Plymouth-based poet Norman Jope, 
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				who, like Moncrieff, often writes verse-travelogue and poetic prose, is apassionate pro-European, has a partner who resides in Budapest, and hasrecently published a bilingual Hungarian-English poetry volume, Gábor Ádám Nyerges/ Storks and strudel (Fis Books, Hungary, 2018, tr. ZoltánTarcsay), in which he also invokes the common Hungarian phrase 'BlackSoup' as a poem title ('Feketeleves' in the Hungarian); and the recently departed poet Thomas Ország-Land (1938-2018), a Jewish HungarianHolocaust survivor, who divided his time as a literary translator and foreign correspondent between London, Jerusalem and Budapest (and who was also a highly valued Recusant contributor). 

				 But, coming full circle in this preamble, one must again emphasize that the poetry of Christopher Moncrieff is European poetry, translated into thepoet's mother tongue from original compositions in German or French, butits cadences and rhythms remain Franco-Germanic. And in these grim daysof inward-turning Britishness, such European poetry is something to be cherished, especially since post-Brexit we are likely to be culturally turning our backs on the Continent, it is arguably already an endangered poeticspecies. Fitting, then, that this collection is called Tabac Blond, after theonce-popular European perfume by Caron (1919), the distinctly bohemian, even decadent scent of which is evoked by Moncrieff in a wonderful olfactory image: 'citron, tobacco and antiquary leather'.

				Alan Morrison

				April 2019  
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				Tarot

				A north wind drags the bled grey sky behind it,

				down to the flatland of unsheltered ground.

				Through an opening in the trees 

				I glimpse a tall, thin shadow

				swaying like L'Apesso, El Colgado,

				The Hanged Man 

				suspended 

				between two lopped and lifeless trunks.

				Behind my wall of glass I hear no sound

				save the turning of The Wheel, and sense 

				that we are all unterm Rad, 

				its precarious fortune granted only to the few.

				For a moment I wonder if what I see 

				is the beginning and the end, 

				the card that has no name but which sometimes 

				answers to der Tod, la Mort or La Muerte

				when the mood takes him and the time is right.

				Yet the sword-like shape beyond the shivering leaves

				is made of stone, 

				its back turned on the destruction

				which it wreaks all round its icy prison walls;

				a sign of the times, of the self-deceiving Island hopes 

				that seek refuge inside 

				La Maison Dieu

				with its tumbling headlong fools and broken crown,

				a Tower of Babel looming from the ash

				of broken words.
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				The Towers of Yesterday

				A crowd gathers

				round the remains of the once-shiny, 

				speeding car which lies buried under 

				blocks of stone that fell from the tall building 

				into which it drove, horn blowing, 

				anthems blaring, occupants honking

				like blinkered geese in flight from 

				the chill north wind of truth; 

				but they could not escape la Maison Dieu 

				whose real walls barred their route.

				One by one, young people come quietly 

				forward and pull the bodies from the wreck,

				lay them gently on the soft green sward,

				smooth crumpled poppies in the torn lapels

				of their pinstriped suits,

				brush the dust off the bowler hats

				and place them on their bloodied, lifeless chests 

				for posterity.

				Their duty done by the departed,

				they begin to move the blocks of stone

				that once formed the tower of yesterday.

				One by one they bear them to a sunlit spot

				where foundations are already being dug

				in the solid, well-drained soil,

				and arrange them into walls and roofs 

				and doorways, bridges to the future

				that they must build from what 

				was left to them after the crash 

				they did not cause.
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				Grenzenlos (I)

				When the Austrians,

				past masters of their Habsburg filing cabinets,

				marched into Prague

				you closed your shutters.

				Clunk. 

				Echo.

				Point final.

				Question marks of dust

				drifted through your hushed apartment 

				in the ochre, concertina slats

				of filtered daylight;

				light that filtered you out of life,

				filled your double-headed eagle Reisepass 

				with pretty, coloured passport stamps

				to add to your collection of places 

				where you, like me, did not, 

				could not belong. 

				First a childhood—or Erst eine Kindheit, 

				I should say—then this:

				the echo

				of shutters

				closing.

				The view from my childhood window,

				of Islanders building yet more parades of shops,

				putting out more flags 

				which crow-screech in the wind,

				proclaiming double figure empire discounts

				on the superfluities of life while shouting 

				down the pearl of great price;

				trampling it underfoot somewhere along 

				the path which you and I must travel

				together, yet at a distance

				that the years have created.
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				When first your shutters closed,

				something inside me opened,

				and we began to talk

				across all those borders

				which for the two of us

				do not exist.

				Insel Affe

				(Apes of the Rock)

				On they surge,

				blunt, pebble-dashed faces

				set against the hailstorm of devalued coins

				as long-dead bluebirds fall from the sky,

				their broken wings tangling with those 

				of rotting robins piled at the foot 

				of the discoloured cliffs. 

				Fortified with mugs of tepid, mud-like fluid,

				pustulant pasties, tombstone teeth gnashing, 

				champing, the tribe turns its back 

				on the balmy, citron-scented breeze 

				from across the calm blue water,

				pulls down its cloth cap over beady eyes

				which dart in search of offers,

				and shakes its tattooed fist as infants do

				when they throw their rattle from the pram.

				In the hinterland, meanwhile, pillars of smoke 

				rise from the blackened stubble of books, 

				symphonies and ballets whose language 

				no one speaks on die Insel, 

				the Island that doesn’t know. 

				Warm water, a memory of friendships past,

				laps the litter-strewn beach and soon goes cold.
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				Enemy of the People (I)

				She goes among the Island crowd

				talking to herself in Greek and Latin

				or one of several Balkan tongues

				which she absorbed, along with their faith, 

				during the long years of bombardment 

				when the west wind blew up clouds 

				of razor-edged indifference

				that fell in clusters among the old 

				and young and frail whose lives she, 

				a foreigner, laboured to improve

				or at least preserve,

				often at the risk of her own.

				Around her wrist is tied a rope of prayers,

				a gift from a blind beggar 

				in a bomb-strewn Bosnian street

				where first she met her angel.

				Its knots are frayed from much use, 

				yet still it bears the scent of 

				incense, dust and cordite which hung in the air 

				like myrtle mist over the Drina,

				ethereal yet eternal. 

				But here amid the shoppers and their shiny, 

				self-deluding cards she is far from home,

				a hated Other who spoke their forked tongue 

				from birth but long ago abandoned it,

				her only company her angel 

				and the homeless who slip through 

				the threadbare net and hunch in doorways,

				wrapped in the scorn of those who pass them,

				eyes fastened on their screens.

				Her nights are spent in their enriching company,

				which she in turn enriches 

				with offerings of her own, 

				gifts that lift them from the slough,

				help them weather the storm whipped up 

				by affluence. When she passes through 
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				the hordes of bargain hunters 

				they twitch their noses at her rancid smell

				which masks their own, scowl at her 

				familiar accent laced with Otherness

				and clutch their weighty mortgages,

				hold on tightly to their purses

				which they fought so hard to wrest back

				from foreign hands.

				Tilting at windmills

				Where forests once stood, 

				there now grow phalanxes of turbines, 

				steel grey faces set against the wind,

				gulping it down,

				silver blades turning, turning,

				catching the sun with sharp, pointed fingers,

				tossing it back and forth among themselves 

				as they whisper to the world 

				in their deep, humming voices

				like a million buried beehives 

				about to burst forth from the ground

				and soar into the sky.

				One by one and silently, 

				the earth gives birth to these towering 

				windmills which look down on us 

				with scorn as we

				clutch at straws.
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				Straitjacket

				Laced into my shameful scarlet livery,

				a fish out of water, I stare out the window 

				at the strictured palace gardens

				like a goldfish gazing from its airless bowl,

				wondering if life exists beyond the high, 

				unseeing walls that permit no change,

				only small change. Gasping for air 

				I look round at the miles of royal carpet

				with its pattern of fleur-de-lis 

				and find comfort in its foreignness, 

				so like my own. Then from another world 

				far behind me, spur-jingling footsteps intrude,

				somewhere a voice squeaks and a long, 

				sharp shadow slips through a crack in the wall

				and falls across me. 

				'Stand just there', it says from inside its straight jacket,

				'heels together, back a little, stop'. 

				Anxiously I comply, holding my breath 

				at the whiff of the nameless wraith's words.

				But soon he is gone, leaving me alone

				with an icy draught and the unforgiving 

				expanse of carpet which distant strangers wove.

				Alone, feeling the oceans closing 

				in on me as the frightened little Island

				shrinks, shrinks, shrinks, at last it's going 

				to sink, I think; then I'll be free

				to fly back to my orchard and be me again.

				But not so fast: far away down a corridor 

				to my right, as yet unseen, I sense 

				the approach of more long shadows,

				buzzing, humming, cloying round a small, 

				frail figure in their midst who creaks beneath 

				the weight of the crown. 

				And I glance down at the gathered fleur-de-lis 

				and feel I am among friends, 

				at least for now.
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				Among the alembics

				You sit talking to Friedrich Nietzsche 

				at a corner table in the Café Gerbeaud,

				it’s February (at least here on Vörösmarty ter),

				and nothing has changed except the name 

				of the coffeehouse and some of the streets.

				As so often you are thinking of Rilke

				in a room full of alembics; he said he might 

				drop in for a fekete and a slice of cake 

				(aber bitte mit Sahne), depending on whether 

				he can catch the bright red ball thrown by the idiot,

				but at that moment the door bursts open 

				and in strides Rasputin, bringing gusts 

				of snow and gunmetal winter air, treading 

				them into the carpet with his bast-shod feet 

				and pinching the waitress on the bottom

				as he thunders towards you like the five o’clock express,

				hair and beard alive with laughing nits

				and plump white maggots. 

				It’s only once he has sat down at your table 

				and his goat-like stink is coiling round your neck 

				that you realise that he, Nietzsche and Rilke 

				are all long dead, which probably accounts for the smell 

				and the fact that you are sitting here thinking, drinking coffee,

				making excuses for putting off writing

				one more time.
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				The poetry of Christopher Moncrieff is European poetry, translated into thepoet’s mother tongue from original compositions in German and French, but its cadences and rhythms remain Franco-Germanic... Dostoyevsky, Goethe, Kierkegaard, Kavafis, Kafka, Hölderlin, Hofmannsthal, Mann, Stānescu, Brecht,Flaubert and Castiglione populate these lyrical meditations unobtrusively...The formative poems on school days and experiences as a young officer bring to mind the German Bildungsroman mode and such works as Goethe’s The Sorrowsof Young Werther, and Robert Musil’s The Confusions of Young Törless... In thesetravelling verses we visit Bucharest, Budapest, Berlin, Vienna, Paris, Prague, Belfast... Fitting, then, that this collection is called Tabac Blond, after the once-popular European perfume by Caron (1919), the distinctly bohemian, even decadent scent of which is evoked by Moncrieff in a wonderful olfactory image: ‘citron, tobacco and antiquary leather’

				paraphrased from Foreword

				“Christopher Moncrieff is a confirmed Europhile, a ‘citizen of elsewhere’ as he puts it.His accomplished and erudite poetry delights in the diversity of Europe and the innumerable opportunities for cultural and personal exchange that it offers… by the same token expressing his revulsion for the closing-down of those opportunities through Brexit, and the ‘island ape’ mentality that seeks to turn the narrow Strait of Dover into an abyss. As a traveller in the same terrain, from the Viziváros district of Budapest to Bucharest’s Cişmigiu Park, I respect his observations… spending time with these poems is like visiting a coffee-house of one’s imagination and sipping, not the ‘black soup’ of the ominous Hungarian proverb, but the finest espresso...”

				—Norman Jope, author of Gábor Ádám Nyerges/ Storks and strudel
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