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Arcane Happenings 
 
Denise Levertov is standing at an intersection in New York. 
Beside her an old man waits to cross, his weary stillness  
complicated by his two dogs, one docile, patient, the other 
restless, seeing no reason why he can’t continue his explora-
tion of the city. What else? The lights change; man, dog and 
poet cross, life goes on. Nothing much has happened, after 
all. Except, of course, that a lot has happened, so much that 
I carry this ordinary moment around with me constantly. 
Did I mention it was raining? I sometimes forget the rain, 
which is odd, since the poem is called ‘The Rainwalkers’1. 
  How did I forget that? It’s not a light drizzle; it’s heavy, 
insistent rain, and it gets heavier as the poem goes on, and the 
poem’s weather matters:  
 

An old man whose black face 
shines golden-brown as wet pebbles 
under the streetlamp, is walking two mongrel dogs of dis- 
proportionate size, in the rain, 
in the relaxed early-evening avenue. 

 
I line the poem up in front of me again, and there he is, the 
rainy-faced man, and there’s that line ending in ‘dis-’ with 
the rest of the word sprawled over into the next line, and it’s 
funny how this matters, how much I like it. It’s slightly daft; 
it says this is my particular observation, my voice and I like 
this opening progression of ‘s’ sounds; this is how I see this 
man and these dogs that otherwise will not exist, will slip off 
the planet. This is all we know of this man, these dogs, this 
rainy evening. We can’t reach out and touch or see any of them, 
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where we remain, following the painterly account of their 
slow exit from the scene ‘in their / sense of each other’, en-
joying the acuity of those concluding observations: pleasure, 
weather, corners (and how much that adds to the list, the 
sniffable secrecies of a city), the ‘leisurely tensions’ and ‘private 
silence’. Everything here is casual yet exact; the apparent easy 
prosiness of the form is deceptive, everything is actually held 
in check, the scene is allowed to progress in its slow deliberate 
fashion, but the accumulating details amount to an intensifi-
cation and an emotional engagement. We enter that zone of 
envelopment as we follow the poem, happily turning to 
wander crosstown in the instant city of the poem.  
 

33

except in this little verbal space. I look at them all again, the 
‘small sleek’ dog ‘docile to the imploring soul of the trash-
basket’, the young one whom ‘the glistening sidewalk entices 
. . . to arcane happenings’. I think of my own dog straining 
at intersections, barely resisting the impulse to plunge into 
the deadly traffic of Clanbrassil Street, and relish the entry 
into the canine soul evoked by those ‘arcane happenings’. 
And then I go back to the moment the lights change, which 
is also where the poem ends: 
 

The old bareheaded man 
smiles and grumbles to himself. 
The lights change: the avenue’s 
endless nave echoes notes of 
liturgical red. He drifts 
 
between his dogs’ desires. 
The three of them are enveloped — 
turning now to go crosstown — in their 
sense of each other, of pleasure, 
of weather, of corners, 
of leisurely tensions between them 
and private silence. 

 
The avenue’s unmoored; we’ve slipped into a churchy space, 
‘notes of / liturgical red’, and as I register that I’m also  
registering the casualness of that break between ‘of’ and  
‘liturgical’. But then all the lines are like that, prosy and 
casual, slipping into each other like guests at a chilled party 
or in the street itself, ‘the relaxed early-evening avenue’. And 
then that stanza break, which is one of the things we come 
to poetry for, a small illustration of the potency of a little  
spatial delay. We drift with the man, not quite sure of our-
selves. The double space, the formal break between ‘drifts’ 
and ‘between his dogs’ desires’ is such a perfect enactment of 
what it describes that it puts us in exactly the same spot, 
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