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â€œA generous helping of [Jamesâ€™s] very best, guaranteed to lift the spirit and raise the
eyebrow.â€•â€•Billy CollinsOpal Sunset marks the exuberant introduction of Clive Jamesâ€™s poetry
to an American audience. Praised after the publication of Cultural Amnesia as one of the finest
prose stylists of his generation, Clive James is now, with the publication of this collection, being
granted recognition as the poet he has always been. For much of his long career it was hard to
realize that Jamesâ€™s gift for poetry underlay his achievements in other fields. First as a television
critic on Fleet Street, and later as a television personality in his own right, he achieved such fame for
writing the way he spoke that his poetry was regarded as an idiosyncratic sideline, as if no celebrity
could write worthy verse. A conundrum presented itself: how could a serious poet also be a
television star? But for James, a duty to the discipline of verse was always fundamental, and his
accumulated poetic output became impossible to ignore. As early as the 1970s, Jamesâ€™s long,
mock epic â€œPeregrine Prykkeâ€™s Pilgrimage through the London Literary Worldâ€• received
almost unprecedented attention in his adopted England, while later, his satirical short poem â€œThe
Book of My Enemy Has Been Remainderedâ€• became not only a standard verse quoted at fancy
dinner parties but entered the culture as lines to be memorized by unpublished writers everywhere.
James was suddenly in the odd position of having written famous poems well before he became a
famous poet. Finally, the publication of a volume of his collected verse, The Book of My Enemy,
earned him in 2003 the reputation as a serious poet that he has long deserved. Less inhibited by
fixed categories, a new generation of critics has confirmed what Jamesâ€™s public has instinctively
known, that he brings his poems to life with all the resources to be found in his prose: wit,
imagination, social observation, and a dazzling play of language. In addition, his poems have an
unmistakably characteristic rhythm that makes it compulsory to read them aloud. Switching between
strict stanzas and free forms as the occasion suits, James brings a compulsively readable
coherence to either mode; and always, over and above the binding force of his metrical assurance,
there is a lyricism that brings even the plainest statement to extra life, and which often enters deeply
into realms of human emotion. His later poems about the tragedy that struck his mother and father,
for example, show an intensity of regret that mark his maturity as a poet and bring out his
unashamed nostalgia for his homeland, Australia.Opal Sunset is a treasure chamber of
epigrammatic jewels to which the reader will return again and again.
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Unless one is a masochist, which I am not, there is no reward in heaven for one poet reviewing the
work of another, particularly when that other is one of our most important, lucid and exacting literary
critics, Clive James. "Opal Sunset", his self-selected book, collects his own work from a career of
fifty years. Although there are occasional poems in free-form, the great majority are strictly metered
and cleverly rhymed. James has probably forgotten more about technical matters than most poets
have ever managed to learn. The voice in his poems is a lot like that of Frederick Seidel,
world-weary, all-too-knowing, cynical and satiric. As in his prose, James does not suffer fools gladly;
the chief problem with the poems is that he rarely suffers at all. The fun is usually at the expense of
someone else as in the famously brilliant poem that opens the collection, "The Book of My Enemy
Has Been Remaindered." Even this jewel is perhaps one section too long. The great majority of the
poems are in four and five line stanzas; the quatrains, especially, are so precise in their rhythm and
rhyme that a certain weariness sets in, a sameness that confounds Emerson's and Frost's advice in
regard to the meter-making argument; purposeful variation is all but not often enough found
here.The first half of the book contains work from the first 45 years of his career; the second half is
devoted to the most recent five years of production! Fortunately, the poems in the new section, from
"Status Quo Vadis" (p.122) through "As I See You" (p.204), actually his first published poem used
as a bookend, improve the overall effect and mitigate the tedium of tone and structure. "Status Quo
Vadis" concludes with a stunner of a stand-alone line: "the breath of life is what actually kills you.
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