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In the mid-seventies, a number of poets of the older generation, who had lived, in succession, through the innovations of Pound and the modernists, the clamor of the beats, the joyful youth of the sixties, and the abstraction of the seventies, joined together in a movement they called Decrepitude. Counting among their number poets such as John Burney, Pierre Le Croix, and Eva Ehrenfest, the Decrepitudists inaugurated a new kind of romanticism, extolling the healing power of love, while refusing the allure of youth—in short, they saw in aging the liberation of all human cares. Insofar as their poetry also represented a way of life, the Decrepitudists founded a number of small communes, where some of their most intense and powerful works were fashioned, particularly in the years between 1975-9; but on a whole, the writers of the movement were isolated, their close relationships often broken by time, and despite a few famous couples, the majority of the poets in the movement found themselves working in solitude, often in homes for the aged. It is interesting to observe that even as the eldest of the Decrepitude movement were dying by the early 1980’s, a few strange young poets, such as Mao Xing and Susie Schermann, began to involve themselves in the work of their poetic ancestors, giving new life to the Decrepitude movement. We have chosen for this collection The Cure, a relatively early work by John Burney, which became a de facto manifesto for the group.
The Cure

At this the darkest hour of our lives,

this hour that extends without end or hope,

that deserves not the name of hour,

you come to me without the raiments of youth,

but with the melody of your voice like a stupid child’s

and the frantic energy of your soul—

and at this hour, you and I make up a decrepitude that will endure

for just one moment,

and then another,

and then a thousand more,

in virtue of the weakness of our arms,

and the pain of our other limbs

of the weeping that never ceases

for the mind that has been blown out of its ears—

all that remains is a rubbish heap

on a bed that moves in time…

for we are two souls holding on for dear life,

and I trace the marks on your skin

and you press up against the decline of my flesh

and we can feel happiness in the warmth and moisture

that so long ago abandoned us

and cupping your wrinkled cheeks

and burying myself in your graying hair

and feeling you hang on me,

and me hang on you,

at the endless hour of deterioration

when life no longer opens its arms

when all possibilities are vacant, unsold

and one may no longer think of the future 

and the constant choice of happiness now or later

with the knowledge that choices no longer matter—

in this hour, we have reached immortality

as we near death,

and without reservation we can allow ourselves to have each other,

and no other

in a love made of pure warmth

ignorant of the cold in our bones—

we can at last give up thinking, which was before an obligation and torture,

for we knew always the day was short, 

and that more than we knew was unexplored and undecided—

but today, at this last hour, thinking does no good,

in fact, our minds are gone, 

and whereas before we sought escape from decision, 

the decision has been forced upon us—

and so, more naturally than two young ones,

we bury ourselves in each other, like wounded animals

seeking the last warm shelter of leaves

as the breath of life departs

and the music of it, which could have left with a whimper,

rises up into something unheard,

that can never be discovered until the last strength has been shut away,

and the last thoughts thought, and coldness succeeded.

I no longer fear for your pleasure, and you no longer fear for mine,

I no longer think of your other lovers, nor you of mine,

and I no longer think that you will escape me, or I will escape you accidently—

I will no longer think of the attentions of any others, or of boredom, or of uncertainty—

I will no longer think of all you’ve done rightly or wrongly,

nor of all the mistakes we’ve made, together or apart—

for we are nothing but mistakes and failures in decaying flesh,

that comes together in warmth, without hope, but in a fleeting hour of eternity 

with a joy which we hadn’t dare hope for or speculate upon.

Our failures free us, you know—

before we each had owned our failures, 

now together we cower before the failure itself,

every destruction of mind and body, 

the erasure all concerns, all hatreds, all uneasiness, and all plans.

I no longer think of leaving a message, 

of knowing other souls, 

of reading things, 

and traveling elsewhere, 

of seeking what can’t be found—

nor do I anticipate the discoveries of others, 

since I know I will never appreciate them.

My time is up, and so is yours, and can I tell you something?

It seems we have been liberated.

I don’t find you attractive as I might have found a woman in the past, 

nor you I a man—

and—and yet we are attracted, 

in a love that is as much pity as it is compassion, 

and we pleasure ourselves in each other like saints; 

we do unspeakably beautiful and terrible things to one another,

and we have found attractiveness in pure love, without anxiety or terror,

equally small.

Our tumors and diseases range over our body—

our coughs and cries, our moans, and whimpers,

they rise out of our mess, 

and I know not who it was that despaired, if it was I or you—

but as soon as the despair came it was transmuted into something sublime, 

something uncaring and magnificent, 

for there was no other despair, and no other concern, 

not for either of us inside, 

and all we had, we had in each other, 

and all that mattered was the eternity that had been marked out, 

a thousand times over, 

but at last in reality, 

in this bed of ours, 

where our dry bodies work against each other, 

where our thinness is thickened by the other, 

where our eyes show no fear of individual things, 

where forgetting comes with perfect remembrance, 

where memory returns in a wail, but sloughing off its significance,

even as it cuts with infinite pain into the ear 

into which I whisper everything that shouts itself,

which is that our lives were nothing but mistakes, 

and that although our former joys and pains are our own, 

we no longer need let them make us, 

that our wounds will bleed in the open, 

although their sources are secret.

Our dry blood can mingle on the bed, 

and covered in it, we can lose ourselves, 

as we each lost our honor so long ago,

at this end of dignity and care, 

so with something higher,

we can rest in each other arms, 

and feel the organs moving in the other, 

shifting slower and slower, 

until we die, everything forgiven, and nothing remaining, 

not all the beauty we saw,

at the sad melting smile of our life, 

continuing softly to sing, 

even through the tears that come from the past.

Now together we seek them, 

the tears, 

pressing each other to cry, weep, and sob, 

and sobbing tenderly, 

we throw ourselves out together into the garbage of the bed, 

this beautiful garbage, 

and even as we make love, 

the tears never cease, 

for we cry for each other, 

even as we smile though it, 

our hair falling out, 

our sight weakening, 

our hearing vanishing, 

until we are two trembling lumps, 

the past hovering above us like quilts, 

the future as unknown as the shadow under the bed.

Senseless, all I feel is your body against mine, 

and my body against yours, 

and the knowledge that we can have no thoughts that are not shared, 

that everyone dies with us, 

that all the grief that accompanied each loss is now rolled up 

into one bundle of grief,

that rages in my belly,

and rages in yours, 

and when we wrap ourselves in each other, 

the bundle keeps us warm, 

and that which was burning to the touch, 

that great uneasy fire of living, 

burns just beyond you, I see—

You stand amid the howling of the windy flames,

and it is only your thin, dying body that keeps the flames from reaching me, 

although I feel them licking at my skin,

and, in turn, my body shelters yours,

our heads meet, 

our arms embrace, 

and every limb touches every limb in this soft wasteland, 

with two insatiable fires blazing behind us both,

as at last the flames begin to meet in the middle,

and we and everything we love are incinerated, 

even as our last tears cool our lips 

enough to kiss 

one last time

at this last hour.
