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Preface





The landscape of South and West Wales is a strong presence in many of these poems, and I want to acknowledge all those who have in different ways helped to shape the inner landscape that goes with that particular outer one. A long engagement with the work of Waldo Williams, teacher, Quaker, peace activist and – by common consent – one of the lastingly significant cultural figures of twentieth-century Wales, is evident in the translations of two of his well-known pieces, in the ‘Carn Ingli’ sequence, and elsewhere, as in ‘Nagasaki’ and ‘Shell Casing’, less explicitly. Waldo imagined his own work as a form of quiet but unyielding resistance to a hectic inarticulate violence in the mind, the feverishness that overflows in personal aggression as in wars and pogroms of all kinds. The centenary of the outbreak of the First World War – with little sign of fever abating – is a good time to remember him and to think about how poetry resists.


There are other tribute pieces here, for Dylan Thomas on the centenary of his birth, and Joseph Brodsky, as well as for the great Jewish artist Josef Herman, whose flight from European fascism brought him eventually and rather implausibly to a Swansea valley village in mid-century – the village of my own birth and early years – where he is still remembered with affection. And the theme of twentieth-century atrocity is also confronted in ‘Yellow Star’, celebrating the memory of the Russian nun Maria Skobtsova (recently declared a saint by her church), whose work for Jewish refugees in Paris in the 1940s led to her arrest and death in Ravensbrück concentration camp. Her declaration that all Christians should wear the yellow star that Jews were forced to wear by the Reich administration was an expression of her willingness to risk her life in solidarity; but it presents the question of what happens to that solidarity in a history of Christian flight from such identification – and worse. Still in mid-century, ‘Nagasaki’ was prompted by the story of Takashi Nagai, a professional radiologist at the University Hospital in Nagasaki at the time of the bombing in which his wife Midori was killed; already suffering from radiation-induced leukaemia, he spent his later years both exploring the effects of atomic radiation and passionately advocating disarmament. In the background is the history of Japanese Catholicism (in which the city of Nagasaki is very significant); and the ministry of Pedro Arrupe, later head of the Jesuit order, in the hospital at Hiroshima at the same time.


Other landscapes – Istanbul, rural Congo and more domestic ones – are visited here. The Cambridge sequence was commissioned as the text of a cantata, the music by Christopher Brown, performed to mark the anniversary of the University’s foundation. Other commissioned pieces include ‘Please Close this Door’, written for the National Churches Trust and read by Geraldine James at a service to mark their sixtieth anniversary in November 2013; ‘Arabic Class’, written for a literacy campaign, ‘Passion Plays’, written for a special edition of the Today programme on Radio 4 edited by the singer and songwriter P.J. Harvey, and ‘Host Organism’ for a campaign on organ donation. My thanks to all who prompted these for their confidence and encouragement.


‘Stations of the Gospel’ attempts to find one compressed image for each chapter of St John’s Gospel, one perception that could be captured in (roughly) a haiku form. ‘Felicity’ looks back to the record of a North African slave girl martyred for her Christian belief along with her mistress, Perpetua, in 203; Perpetua’s own prison journal survives, and I suppose this poem asks what kind of ‘prison journal’ Felicity might have composed, deprived as she was of the status and literacy of her mistress and her mistress’s friends, but still made to be a speaker, a subject, by the very fact of her extraordinary and terrible situation. Once again, the question is to do with what words resist butchery; what has to be said if manic violence is not the last word.
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The Other Mountain: Riding Westward









March, sun and haze, five o’clock,


travelling west; and the cloudbank sets


firm ahead, another range of dove-grey


slopes, great waves suspended dangerously


over the nearer ridges, thrown up by some


grinding of plates on the sea bed and held,


tight as a bowstring in a photograph


of disaster just about to fall. The quiet mass


waits, the hill country without paths or stones


or grass, it drives down behind everything,


tucking its bulk into the mountain’s back.


While dark melts into the spring haze,


the road draws nearer to that corner


where the hills meet; when the button


is pressed and the tape plays and the wave


falls, there is no path or stone


or grass, no root, no standing, the pale bodies


drift, lifting a hand to ask for leave


to speak, compassionate leave, always to be


compassionately refused.
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