FOREWORD
An Auden line, “When the brokers are roaring like beasts on the floor of the Bourse”, and the passage in Eliot’s East Coker where merchant bankers and eminent men of letters as well as the Directory of Directors are all going into the dark, and Larkin’s image of money being like the view from long french windows at a provincial town (“It is intensely sad.”) joltingly pre-echo my reading of B. H. Fraser’s City of London poems. You can go to gaol for insider trading but because poems not dollars are here changing hands, Fraser remains at large to go on hacking away at the quarry of global finance. The Auden line comes from his elegy for W. B. Yeats. John Butler Yeats said of his older son that Willie had found a very profitable little by-line in poetry: a sentiment high in anyone’s anthology of understatement. When first I read a selection of Fraser’s City poems two or three years ago, I felt annoyed that a younger contemporary had uncovered almost virgin territory for verse and was putting it to gawky, jazzy, original use. The tone of these new poems is now mellower, the lexicon a little rounder. But there is no city slickness. The uncovered vein is still novel, still profitable. A Bonus: reading the poems sent me back to The Merchant of Venice.

B. H. Fraser is an insider. He has worked in international finance for many years. He knows the price of price: it is not a constant but shifts both ethically and efficaciously. Capitalism has always priced deferred gain; contemporary capitalism runs a book on the deferrals. An ingenious friend of mine made his fortune selling bets on price movements because gambling is more tax-efficient than speculation. Recent troubles derive from the worthy sentiment that poor people should have similar access to credit as the rich.
Of course a market, any market, is by definition crowded. It runs on group psychology, collective hysteria with regard to both greed and fear. Since the Wall came down at the end of the 1980s, that de-regulatory decade, the market is also collective, global. So, egged on by rapid communication, is the psychology: now elated, now despairing. Manic depression is a familiar condition of many good poems and good poets. B. H. Fraser’s poems cast a healthier, colder eye. But their impressive, jerky rhythms and ability to move in and out of formal English do serve to capture the greed/fear, elation/despair equations of the City. Holy Gordon’s Prayer is impressive and phantasmagoric, like its subject.
Not many British poets can handle projective verse. By this I mean using the time it takes to recite a given phrase as a rhythmic quantity for your poem. B. H. Fraser’s method suits his subject, indeed derives from it. There are terrific changes of pace and mood in the verse. Most of us at present are suffering from violent fiscal change of one sort or another as we enter our century’s puberty. We are default virgins, a Fraser phrase worthy of the OED. Good poems have a way of entering and becoming complicit with their time. They are revelatory rather than judgmental.

Looking into each face as music,

Call me, he says –

Pilot,

Accumulator,

Samson.

And direct us over the skies,

Even our exits.
Here is a new and affecting music for a new and unsettling world. Buy.
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