



Thy Versailles

                                                    Cole Swensen


Versailles the Unfurled 

In this lost world

   a king would prefer

to be elsewhere, so he built one. 

At their height, the gardens of Versailles

covered more than 6000 hectars 

  whose movement is outward

will crown and survive it. Imagine

the sweeping hand that says "This 

As early as the 11th century, there's a record of a village called Versaliae on this spot. Butchers,

ironically enough, who survived in part because it lay along the route theused to drive the sheep

down from Normandy.

And two lakes

and a river running out of them called Versailles-a-val-de-Gallie.

There was a windmill where the Cour de Marbre now stands, and enough wind to make a horse 

and enough strife to feed him on. They razed the town 

and drained the lakes, and then set about wondering where they'd get enough water for it all. 


Early in his reign, Louis XIV became fanatical about water. How to run countless

fountains, several ponds, and miles of  canal? He employed engineer after engineer 

to detour the waters of various rivers into Versailles. Because all its bodies—ocean, 

river, fountain, basin, glass in your hand—compose a single communicating system, 

and all are linked to God. A reflection is his gaze. Of which Narcissus died. Pierre-

Paul de Riquet suggested the Loire. That having failed, Louvois proposed the Eure; 

Arnold de Ville, the Seine. Armies of them.  

And the fountains

always started in a given order:

                                                               at les Couronnes,

      at la Pyramid,

         at l'Allée d'eau,

      at the sight of a stranger, who  

being 98% water and liable to mistake

its inordinate price for his own. Dismembered sun

  at le Dosme,

  at l'Apollon

  at the feet of the horses, where all sovereigns are crowned. Louis XIV remembered 

certain things, and made sure

that no one else knew what they were. 


The seventeenth century saw water as the perfect metaphor for life-even when still,

the muscle cocked, a cliff to come. No one was allowed

to touch the surface of the ponds. 

    And begin again:

    at La Latone

 at les Aigrettes

 at les Bosquets

 at le Cinq jets

             and so on

at my heart of stone 

at my tangible swarm 

a man in a boat

is mistaken for one. And for a moment 

What is he doing on my own! asks the king. Who refused to be alone

or even to speak if he wasn't in the mood. 

at my severed hand 

at my distant tooth. 

The Divinity of the Sun King 

Because they believed it, he built his private room  

in the middle of the chateau, which sat in the middle of the park, which was planned to

coincide with the exact center of the world physical, philosophical, and spiritual, and like 

his nested castles, there's a seed at the center of every sign, and they're interchangeable, 

not because they're equal, but identical. Louis XIV really believed he was light and had 

a lemon for a heart.  The art of startled horses, the orbit of his courtiers, and the stars on his fingers ringing like diamonds.

Unearthed 

cove; 

they made models of the universe in little glass balls 

and rolled them down the lawn.  

And burned a hole in a mirror, 

a garden is a sun.  

While gold is much more careful

he said, slowly turning

his hand palm up to show

                                           it molten. 

  (is the sun in little jars. All glass

is green at the edge because

(and here insert

the human must  

also choose which slit to pass through. 

It is never too soon 

             to sow "a little something" 

                   said something blinded by 

          Louis XIV

                got his nickname

the Sun King

from a bit part he played in the theater 

and though garden and sun cannot be undone, they keep

unraveling. I have traveled

                  is the close proximity

of proportions that equal 

the king  

cried, "Fire!"

      (and thus the theatrical             

 became an intricate order, which,

if you stop and think about it,

which they did, 

and then anything that broke refracted. 

The Garden as a Map of Louis XIV 

Is politic. And it's practical to have it

        rather calm. They talk of war

in avenues of trees. The trees inside the walls

are carved to points. The king points out

    and is proud to point to something that

while not exactly moving, is undeniably alive. They've been talking

about the war for so long, there is no

commensurate

fountain

     or way to make a heel make

a sharp sound in sand. So how can you count 

how many walked out, and how large is this room

they're walking through. Talk

is often pictured as transparent, for instance, in the drawings, whole armies

become avenues of chestnuts or limes. 


Le Nôtre's Drawings 

All history has founded its armies on the principle that when a shadow falls at a 45 degree angle, stand equidistant and think of the center of the earth, which has nothing of this world about it. Thus the extra arms. Look at Le Nôtre's plans, the rivulets and painted fans, the cypresses of silver. 

And we sail away on a film of sun. Sun hitting a film of dust

across water makes it solid. In the drawings

well-dressed men stroll along canals adjusting their gloves. There are steel girders

that will later become invisible that hold certain flowering beds at just the height

to reach out and pick, and others, at eye-level, seem even more than usual

both right there and unattainable

sweet peas, strawberries, artichokes the size of helms. He drew them all in flower,

and they flowered. 


And the Birds, Too 

And the birds, too, a separate organ

 sweeping up,

 a curve like a paper cut,

a riot act

got rich in the trees. 

They escorted the birds in carriages

drawn by swans.

It's a long way from the station

crooned my aunt

who made a fine chapeau of the pheasant her husband had

just shot. They called it a park. 

Versailles, for instance,

                had any number of doors 

which one will find when unannounced. There's a certain bow

handed down that evokes

swallow in a bosquet, owl all over town. Even today,

a cape afloat on a lake. 

Anything numerous is therefore divisible, so

      



      profligate,

this  

nightingale of ancestors who waterfall amongthedisappeared, an ear

on its own, ambient as sky

       held up to the light

there's a marble courtyard

in every act, a clearing, and you stumble upon  

the decision to take this path, not that one. And will,

if you can,

send the other on home. 

A garden is a machine

for multiplying

whatever you might have there in your hand-lines, veins, birds

in a more basic form.            

A garden is an allergy

which is always a wish to place

a wish beyond the body. A clock is striking. Pierced, laced. Metallic taste. I'll wait. 

Where an old woman can fall asleep

       in a public park in July

a book in her hand and start up at a sound and then fall back 

to sleep again. 

A garden is an asymptote, an infinite

approach, to touch your lip, something

slips

too close to I

watch the sky coming closer

and closer to your eye

and flinch.

Louis XIV really believe

that the sun inhabited incidental things

like you could open a jar of honey forever. 

And the birds, too, a sense of touch, pavilion

Ion its chartered flight

that would precipitate

in slight crystal

or light broken through sugar

will insect into wings 

all over the flowers. Petals that act

the magnifying glass

that sets the place on fire from time to time

a polished sun

will add

the theory that every grain of sand

that enters an eye. There stands paradise

in the way. 


The Reign of Louis XIV  

inaugurated a malleable earth, a thing 

that could be turned over in the hand and mad, perfect, given time and unlimited weather. It was an age that felt that nature could be corrected. More red. Less said. No flies. And a few dozen rivers smoothing into number, any  body of water

turns slowly to a clock

and so it was not us

who arranged his hands

there were flowers on the table

she couldn’t stop touching

   white and overlapping

if you hold them you bruise

and to refuse

                                                                     so that the hands remain of the table

and were arranged—the peony

as a crowd, clapping.

The Ghost of Much Later  

There's a story that goes: On August 10, 1901,

two English schoolteachers walking in the gardens of Versailles took a wrong turn and found themselves back in 1789 with the revolution just a day or so away. Full of gazebos and messengers, the whole scene was pretty frantic, or else these two women, rather oddly dressed for the occasion, would have attracted more attention. Marie Antoinette was sitting in the sun, reading in the backyard of the Petite Trianon. If it had happened to us, we'd have been burned at the stake for our zippers alone. I have no idea how they got back, but they did, and wrote a novel about it, and got themselves interrogated, etc. but never broke down.  

Time can't move. Tattooed or engraved with a stylus: You

found a parterre in a newspaper, and thus we arrive at a future, but I've always thought  

They could have proved it with a buried key, a canceled stamp, but

they could not. I've always thought

the saddest thing about ghosts and the only part

that's really frightening is just that not. Time

should not have frozen on a certain day in August

locked into a tree that opens on touch and we count 

and say "it saw the day"

Babylon hung

and Rome burned and Lisbon fell into the sea. 

André Le Nôtre thought that by gardening along the strictest principles of geometry, time would come apart in his hands. There goes private property.  

Viewed from the chateau, the parterres,

there are endless parterres,

the partners slide. There are precedents for such interchange, metal-

against-metal, the dust undisturbed, the dust arranged.  

We arrange our dust in perfect sprays,

we rake

and comb. And some come undone. Some get lost.  

Turning a corner-it's usually in turning a corner too fast-or in glancing back,

the width of each terrace is out of proportion to its length. And now farther.

Throws a stone and wherever it lands, she disappears-a disheveled woman

who didn't belong. With visitors all around. You try to ignore them,

but then suddenly declare, She had a birdcage on her head

and the birds said

what she would have said, had there been time. 


Marie Antoinette was last seen reading, and she didn't look up. There wasn't a revolution going on. Or maybe sewing, there was something pinned together, she was holding something together, or whatever was ever in her hands that was several then broke into separate. Marie. Is by definition bordering the sacred, which is the universal, so was it no longer her garden. So she refused to raise her eyes and watch two middle class women have a right to these rooms in which they should have frozen to death in an instant. Instead, they dusted. They drew a gloved finger across a mantel and propagated hemophilia. All my children running down the drain. There have been fewer centuries than I have ancestors, and any one of them could blind you by glancing your way she said what do you mean "nice"? I am not this dust, I am not just once  

floating downstairs in the sun. One woman heard her turn a page, while the other heard a leaf rattle across the terrace, and turned around to watch it, more out of idleness than anything else. 
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