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Charles O. Hartman

Incentive

You will sit like a scholar, inclined

as if to hear, not fidgeting because it’s not time

to shift the legs another way, and there’s a long way
to go still. On the desk a silver ink-pot,

unused but indicative, a gift

from colleagues, students, wife, friends, gleams
beyond the ellipse of light and the trapezoid

of open book, an old book with a clasp

of filleted metal; a lion with tucked tail

sleeps on the edge of the step that goes down

from the wide dais holding the desk; two slippers
wait at an angle to each other under the pew

along the window wall. There is the skull

on the sill, minus the mandible. Like Altdorfer,
silent, you will have closed your eyes and seen Susanna
bathed by women among the trees, the elders

hints among tall grass that would exact

such scrupulous strokes. Slowly, you might

bend forward toward a canvas. In the lower right,
the most beautiful of the women walks away

with an empty jug, a bunch of adder’s tongue and the edge
of her red robe gathered in the other hand,

in the crook of her arm. She has already set foot

on the stairs up to the terrace, where the market day,
brawling and bow-legged, has spread its wares,

and the townspeople come for judgment;

the elders have already overturned

the sense within them and, your book says, bent
their eyes down, not to see heaven. Were they lilies,
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206 HARTMAN

white lilies the woman carried toward the gate,

the crowd at noon, commerce in her heart? Soon

the cries will sound, the story caper

from jaw to jaw, and then its refutation.

Something like this is on your mind, something

you would not recognize. You have other business

that will keep you here hours without moving, without

speech,

relying on chance, time, the motives of others,

fate. Your contribution is your own intensity

at one of those activities so hard

to tell apart: waiting, being present,

hoping, being dreamed. Something has opened you

to the tide like an oyster. In your left hand

a pair of spectacles waits to replace those through
which you watch

distances. Where no one would see it

even if it shivered into the light and stood there, naked,

an idea rises up with a name and face,

touching the lion’s head, the skull, not going, sure

your hand is what it has been waiting for.
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