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Preface


If someone were to ask me why I wrote this book, I might be tempted to quote Meister Eckhart to say that these poems have been made ‘in order that God may be born in the soul and the soul be born in God’, although I may not always have realized it while writing them. If it was for this birth that, as Eckhart says, ‘the whole of Scripture was written and why God created the whole world’, then I see that art has a part to play in the delivery. It can help to bring those eternal things to a kind of completion in our consciousness: the character of the birth might have everything to do with the words and images of poetry as it engages with the ‘Word’ and ‘Image’ of the Bible.


These poems are not translations or versifications of the Psalms. They are conversations with, and hesitations about, these ancient texts: sometimes ‘imitations as unruly as | My sons’, as I complain in my unruly imitation of Psalm 80. In the spirit of Psalm 1, they are always transplantations.


Although I have worked my way through the Masoretic Text (MT), consulting old concordances and lexicons, in making these poems my Bible is the King James Version and its foundational sixteenth-century translations. Unfortunately, I am the first generation not to have grown up with the old Book of Common Prayer in church and so Miles Coverdale’s translation of the Psalms is less familiar to me than our revised versions of it. Donald Davie has rightly emphasized that any late modern engagement with the Bible must remember the ‘suffering and dying’ involved in the early modern translations.


The poems are numbered according to the arrangement of Psalms in the MT and the KJV. I look on the superscriptions in the original, relating texts to David, the sons of Korah, Asaph, and others, as clues to the divine structure of the whole, and my poems have been written with them as guides.


The cover of this book is an image that lies behind my version of Psalm 144: Michelangelo’s representation of Daniel on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. In my poem the two cherubim who play about the prophet are not strange children but conceived of as my two sons who have grown up through my making of these poems.




BOOK ONE


1 [image: Image]  A Tree


And as he passed this way one evening,


Murmuring no hymn


I’d learned at school, the pavement screaming


Its wide advice around him,


Like crowds with in-ear head-


Phones howling, he


Stopped dead and saw some men seated,


Discoursing ironically.


Follow me, he said, his hand


As massive as


The marble hand of David: stand


And make my crooked tracks


Perceptible, he seemed


To me to say,


And I arose and followed, dreamed


He was with me this way.


Prosperous is that man, or blessed with joy,


Who has not walked through streets and fields of his day


In agitated company, nor does


He stand around at entrances with those


That breathe out smoke and swear there’s nothing higher


Than an endless play of signifiers,


Nor will he sit through meetings with bosses that scoff at


The very syllabi they’d sell for a profit.


But his delight is in the burden of


His lust, the massive self-secluding love


The everlasting has for us, and on


This law, whose words a finger cast at stone


That rain has made illegible, he makes


His heartfelt moan, a murmuring cry that breaks


Its sound upon his tongue by day and sundown.


And like a tree transplanted to a land


More arid than mine through whose ground a river


Is ramified, it falls out he’ll deliver


In season fruit from leaves as yet umbrageous,


And whatsoever he makes is efficacious.


Not so the people lost on every street,


But they are chaff winds blow in their disquiet.


Therefore, the faithless do not arise and stand


In the moment: sinners crowd no righteous man.


There’s something that re-routes the way of the righteous:


The self-metaled way a standstill of the faithless.


2 [image: Image]  The Soil


I


Why have the nations met to make uproar?


Everyone is muttering about nothing,


Or posting in vain,


Against God and his anointed one.


A referendum came,


And word is: ‘We’ll lift restraints,


Cut from us the cord.’


He that lives at the limits of mine eye


Laughs in scorn, will speak to them at last,


And flare the sky


With divine, burning anger, anger


Exclusively divine:


‘But I anoint the king that’s mine


On my holy mountain of Zion.’


God said to me, ‘You are among my sons,


I have delivered you, now ask for your


Inheritance,


And I will give you nations to break


Under a rod’s iron sounds:


For your possessions, all earth’s ends,


To smash as porcelains.’


Now of all times, be disciplined by prudence.


Cultivate, you billionaires, world leaders


Of nation states,


Your fear of God, rejoice in trembling,


Embrace the son who waits


At all stand-stills, whose anger abates:


Prosperous those moved thence.


II


Jesus died with a Psalm on his lips


And now we live in that mystery:


A line of personal lament


To lay the seed of our histories.


Elaborate laws and canticles,


Translations of corrupted texts


For coronation rituals,


Provide the salts the root collects:


Like frail eggshells in fresh-made soil,


Long lines of ancient lineages


Lie part buried, look almost unspoiled,


In all subsequent languages.


Even now the very absence of purpose


In royal Psalms out of context


Makes a kind of soil of them


Without which nothing can come next.


3 [image: Image]  Rejection


Of David


It took exactly a year and a day


As if the news were hung with charms:


They wrote kindly to say, the very hour


I finished the Penitential Psalms,


That they had had to pass on them.


It seemed like time to start again


And ask, how they’re increased that trouble me,


How many am I up against?


I wrote those lines two springs ago,


And now I see how necessary


Was that rejection of my manuscript,


How I had needed then a hairy


Raiment, so to speak, to cry


Absurdly in the wilderness


Their lack of interest had opened up:


The space where I awoke and was blessed.


4 [image: Image]  Resolution


Of David


I woke, I cried, propped up inside


The crowding hours, as if I slept


With those that sleep and drink beside the Court,


The homeless over whom I’ve stepped


Countless mornings in a rush.


But then I thought, that Psalm’s selected


For matins, this for compline: change your tone,


Awake, rise up, sustained, protected.


How can a tidied line sustain me?


When I’ll have found myself alone,


Empty at dawn or chronically drunk on life,


Without a bed, without my home:


When I am dead, not yet gone, and trapped


Inside distress, inside my cries,


My glory turned to shame, a son of man


Made up of vanity and lies.


Cry hard enough, you’re set apart,


A room’s enlarged inside of you,


And there kindness is curled and upside down,


Calmly poised to be thrust through.


You’ll tremble at his future cries


He’ll mumble to your heart in bed.


His smile shall delight us more than wine: we shall lay


Him down when he is quieted.


5 [image: Image]  May Blossom


Of David


Open an ear already open,


And drown your eyes, to read my words.


Mouth these murmuring meditations:


The voice of my cry is meant to be heard.


In the morning my voice is driven: I mark the rows.


In the morning the sun leans out and sows.


Our times have grown up insincere


And each of us deserves some scorn:


We lie like soil ungrateful to sight


And must be turned to be reborn.


The light that ploughs the morning stars now drives


Its share through unidealized lives.


Since I am all of them that lie,


Of lies I built your house and grounds,


And hope that you shall come and stay,


That in my lines your truth abounds:


Upon the tongue’s smoothed flags my feet have slipped


From throat’s fresh grave I reach for lips.


While earth remains, seedtime and harvest,


Turn over my mundanity:


Bury the heart’s imaginations


Under their roots’ fertility.


I hear beyond white hedges of neighbouring farms


No shepherd’s far-off songs or Psalms.


6 [image: Image]  A Penitential Psalm


Of David


O God, don’t bollock me in anger,


Don’t rebuke me hotly,


Stoop, God, over my sunken state,


Splint, God, my bones that shake:


My soul shakes greatly,


And you, God, how much longer?


Return to me, airlift my soul,


Save me for sake of kindness,


Or just because in death there’s no


Memento that I know:


Inside the blindness


Of earth just earth to hold.


I flood my couch with heavy tears


And make my bed high seas:


I swim to gasping point by night,


My eyes without eyesight,


Like enemies


That rain archaic spears.


Stop making trouble, and God receives


The cry of my tears, and God


Receives my prayer, and God has heard


His song: let all I feared


Shake as a wood


That turns against seared leaves.


7 [image: Image]  The Root of Lion (Version IV)


Of David


And yet another version’s plucked


To bits in the maw of this one, whose origin’s


Unknown, like all cognates of lion: their Latin


Word lies and marks our foragings,


Its root ready to spring,


A word that would rend its thing.


Were you conceived in these lines I have


Revised, and born astride this poem of ours,


Your face might be a language to take my own,


That’s seen in dreams and odd things, the hours


I’ve spent mumbling at dawn,


At its insatiable yawn.


Arise in anger, rouse yourself:


My words encircle you, would goad you to


Your rampant height, and would be judged, or torn


Apart eternally, by you,


In time, whose holes reflect


Revisions you’d reject.


8 [image: Image]  Noli me tangere


Of David


You are the man that balanced a hoe,


In fingers of April showers,


Ordaining bright May flowers:


The shade a woman turned to see, that bid


Her hold him fast and not let go,


To have dominion over, not fear to see,


The wolf, the bear, the lion, and that which hid


Its steps and toes to walk through paths of the sea.


And yet the things which we have heard


Run out as broken vessels


Upon forgotten missals


Under our feet: they break like schemes of rhyme


Through layers of verses to flower in the word.


Their meaning’s dense inside us, folded up


Like cloth of starlight at the end of time,


In beaks of birds, in case we let it slip.


9–10 [image: Image]  Never Tell Me


Of David


I


The voice that speaks this Psalm


Is at the gates of death


And almost seems too calm


In face of what is left:


It might be war-torn Syria,


Aleppo yesterday,


The mass of man’s hysteria


Behind the words we pray.


Some say it’s about the exile,


Others, Goliath confounded,


And every ruin’s a pile


Of cities before they’re founded.


The devastation’s hid


Behind the words of praise


In houses in my head


These realistic days.


It is the absence of singing


The Book of Common Prayer


In my impoverished upbringing


That makes me now despair


Of common rites and art:


I see a city wrecked


By fighters in my heart


And almost nothing’s left.


Shall the poor be always forgotten?


Our patient abiding perish?


If the core you reach is rotten


There’s still its pips to cherish.


Up, up, and let not man,


Sunk down in the hole he’s made,


Have the upper hand.


II


Why do you stand far off, a silent double?


And hide your face these needful times of trouble?


The ungodly like the sun, so practical


And prevalent, have spread their hell


Across the world to persecute the poor:


Let them be taken by smart devices


That they imagined with their divisive


Philosophy, the machine that must have more.


Lamenting I hadn’t written acrostically,


I scanned my capitals prophetically,


And found the very word I want right now,


‘Sprung up and unafraid’ somehow,


Spelt by the final lines of section one:


I use that section’s final words


I since crossed out to show I heard


The ungodly has said in my heart, I am not cast down.


He sits in the thievish corners of my lines


And welcomes the old inside allusion’s dens,


He lurks as a lion in quasi-rhymes and mauls


The roaming hunter, or fawns, or falls:


I stop and find I am by thoughts surprised.


He has said in my heart that word I caught


That’s full of cursing, deceit and fraud,
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