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            ‘I know that I don’t make out my conception by my language—all poetry being a putting the infinite within the finite.’

            — Robert Browning, ‘RB to John Ruskin’ (Paris, Dec. 10th 1855)

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘Finite—to fail, but infinite—to Venture—’

            — Emily Dickinson, Fr. 952

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘The idea in my mind is a finite object: can it not be interpreted as determining a quus function, rather than a plus function?’

            — Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language (1982)
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               Appearance and Reality (1)

            

            
               
                  1. Consolidation

                  I um and om until my lifespan passes.

                  I watch athletic light

                  Diffract cylindrically through glasses

                  Left resting on the bright

                  Countertop here, where I greet the new day.

                  It is unfolding, is a sight,

                  And I am surely happy, in my way,

                  To have observed

                  The blazing tourniquet

                  That has long served

                  To bind our world from losing blood,

                  As on the curved

                  Surface of glass, and on the stagnant flood.

               

               
                  2. Keeping track

                  Optical process, not hallucination,

                  Is how I gauge events.

                  From there I ascertain relation,

                  Within the bounds of sense,

                  Between the objects that appear to me,

                  Keeping track of the present tense

                  And cautious not to slip unconsciously

                  Out of its stream.

                  If I did that, you see,

                  The view might seem

                  Reliable, but I would live

                  A kind of dream

                  And something or someone would have to give.

               

               
                  3. Harmony

                  Many’s the time I looked across the world

                  And saw no answer there.

                  But there is harder reason, furled

                  In being’s inner lair:

                  A beast too mythological to see,

                  With footprints leading everywhere,

                  Born of the pre-established harmony

                  Between our dreams

                  And life’s reliquary—

                  Or so it seems

                  At times, when I survey the land

                  And the sea teems

                  With monsters we will never understand.

               

               
                  4. Age of what?

                  Enveloping us all, enveloping

                  Our fragile, too-short lives.

                  Is this the reason I must sing?

                  What, at the last, survives?

                  I might have said, ‘Our values,’ yet I eye

                  The doubt that, in midsummer, thrives.

                  What is obliqueness but a singed goodbye

                  To dragons who,

                  Had we the will to try

                  To puzzle through

                  Their depthless riddles, might have let

                  Us ring some new

                  Age of refreshed perception in? And yet—

               

               
                  5. Red Sky

                  So I should say what I have always said,

                  Even in deepest dark:

                  Sky is spectacular when red—

                  Brave Noah had an ark

                  That saved the crew it saved, no less, no more,

                  And when they came to disembark

                  The bone-embroidered former ocean floor,

                  Because unflooded,

                  Looked beautiful and, for

                  The coldest-blooded,

                  All was as if unchanged. They strode

                  Below the studded

                  Firmament and sang fresh hymns to God.

               

               
                  6. Vine

                  The infinite is intricate, a vine

                  That wanders and rewinds,

                  An inexplicable design,

                  One of those marvellous finds

                  That never disappoint, degenerate,

                  Or fail to satisfy the mind’s

                  Demand for narratives commensurate

                  With all it must

                  Discover and call fate.

                  We have this lust

                  For clasping what we ought to be,

                  Even as dust

                  Whips up to sweep us under totally.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Lutherie

            

            
               
                  In quiet workshops, I have watched the craft

                  Of turning, shaving, sanding.

                  The fingerboard set on the shaft.

                  The ornamental banding

                  Of bendy side-slats fixed in place with gum.

                  The imperceptible expanding

                  Of inner space by scraping of a thumb,

                  To leave it light

                  As a man’s heart, so some

                  Brisk neophyte

                  May raise it up and whirl it round

                  And set the right

                  Notes brokenly in order. I have found

                  A flow

                  On that hushed ground

                  Where, though

                  The methods rarely hold,

                  I go

                  To learn. As many tales have told,

                  It is not nothing, turning lead to gold.

               

               
                  And nothing tests a maker like the scroll,

                  Which aims to cap it all,

                  Vitruvian motif so whole

                  Its striving parts recall

                  The turbulent disclosure clouds live by,

                  Revolving over where our sprawl

                  Of cities sits. What can I do but die

                  Unsatisfied,

                  Living below that sky?

                  I let time slide

                  Too casually, can scarcely cling

                  To my tongue-tied

                  Loose ends of hope. I am no ravelled thing

                  But lost

                  And staggering.

                  At least,

                  That’s what I thought about

                  The last

                  Time I listened to music, out

                  In the cold woods I wander when in doubt.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Appearance and Reality (2)

            

            
               ‘The Absolute has no seasons, but all at once bears its leaves, fruit, and blossoms. Like our globe it always, and it never, has summer and winter.’

               — F. H. Bradley, Appearance and Reality

            

            
               
                  1. The Owl

                  A chalky tussle longbowed through the blank

                  And you said, ‘That’s an owl!’

                  I couldn’t think. Who best to thank?

                  The gale began to howl

                  Sheer adulation for your being there.

                  And bramble’s scrunch, and moth’s soft prowl,

                  Powdery permutations of the air,

                  Turned in new light

                  Because you chose to bear

                  Deep winter’s bright

                  Solution with me. It was all

                  So steeped in sight

                  And love, I thought the snow would rise not fall.

               

               
                  2. One and All

                  Sporadic flashes. So it seems to be

                  Instantiated, so

                  Appearance and reality

                  Enmesh, emerge, outgrow

                  From tousled fields where rushed mice are hard pressed

                  Shoring supplies for when the slow

                  River prickles with frost. A litmus test

                  I use to tell

                  If I am still recessed

                  Within this swell

                  Arbitrament of One and All

                  Is ringing a bell

                  And listening as the note begins to fall.

               

               
                  3. The Good Fear of Inaction

                  The writing’s on the wall and in the sky

                  And everywhere we flow.

                  The dotted bits are way up high.

                  That’s some of what we know.

                  Never lament, my nearest, never lament,

                  But don’t forget you’ve far to go.

                  Don’t let your brief lives pass as nonevent

                  Because if you do

                  The Furies won’t relent

                  Till they are through

                  With every brutal piece of pain.

                  You knew, you knew,

                  At setting out, you’d be called to account again.

               

               
                  4. The face of what?

                  Here in the world we do not see the face.

                  The face is turned away.

                  It looks outside of outer space.

                  Instead, we see the grey

                  Back of a head that sometimes turns red-gold,

                  Sometimes blue-russet like the way

                  The furthest trees look. When the year is cold

                  I like to go

                  Beyond the usual fold.

                  Out there I know

                  The strangeness gathered in all things,

                  The vertigo

                  Of seeing solar systems shrunk to rings.

               

               
                  5. More Light

                  More light fell cleanly through the gentle air

                  And you and I were young.

                  I like to think I like to care

                  For all we move among,

                  But liking is a gestural event.

                  Have you not slipped and dropped a rung,

                  Too late perceived the thing the writing meant?

                  That’s how we roll

                  And cannot circumvent.

                  Taking its toll,

                  Love set us up and knocked us down.

                  I see it whole:

                  Love is the ocean where the good must drown.

               

               
                  6. They say

                  The good say, ‘We will do the difficult.’

                  The bad say, ‘Let it slide.’

                  The milquetoast say, ‘It’s not my fault.’

                  The brave say, ‘Still untried.’

                  The quick say, ‘I was here before you came.’

                  The sad say, ‘Much has been implied.’

                  The hopeful say, ‘How could it be the same?’

                  The grim say, ‘Guess.’

                  The happy say, ‘For shame.’

                  The wise say, ‘Bless.’

                  The gambler checks his hand: ‘I fold.’

                  The crowd say, ‘Yes.’

                  And ‘Après nous, le deluge,’ say the old.

               

               
                  7. Realism

                  Is there a land beyond the land, a mist

                  Behind the mystery?

                  Do only particulars exist?

                  Or are the sights we see

                  Not all the story? Are the far hills far

                  Because we view them distantly,

                  Or is it more that words are all they are?

                  Now, even I,

                  Having waded so far

                  With words, would die

                  Before proposing that the case.

                  Up in the sky,

                  The clouds are clouds before we give them grace.

               

               
                  8. After all, the world

                  What should I love? Well, let us say, the world.

                  To save us from omission.

                  Sure, if I could be like the curled

                  Badger, in snug position

                  Under a hillock, I might put aside

                  These language games. But our condition

                  Requires we keep horizons open wide.

                  Such is the way,

                  Though many have defied

                  The ocean spray,

                  Canuting it against the odds—

                  As if to say

                  A brave ‘No dice’ to nature’s fickle gods.

               

               
                  9. Mimes (1)

                  The drift is inexpressible today,

                  Petri-ed reality

                  Turning tired attention away

                  To lights I cannot see,

                  Though feel must be decisive in some sense.

                  This is the favoured hour when we

                  Might have collected grief’s calm recompense,

                  Yet here I find

                  Only collapsing tents

                  And a vacant mind

                  Vacationing on borrowed time.

                  I’ll leave behind

                  This life perhaps and go become a mime.

               

               
                  10. The Whole Shebang

                  Well what the Dickens, let this marinade,

                  As frazzled as thick air

                  Heat-waving in a sacred glade.

                  Some revel and despair,

                  Piñata-style, but lifty, bossa nova,

                  At truths so deep and debonair.

                  It prompts fresh thoughts about the four-leaf clover—

                  So scarce, so fine,

                  Though nothing when it’s over.

                  Our dotted line

                  Is both a porous border and

                  The place we sign.

                  So flourish. Dream. In failure, understand.

               

               
                  11. Mimes (2)

                  But mimes still live some language, as do all

                  Those burdened with a mind.

                  Behold the exaggerated fall,

                  Admire the left-behind

                  Auto-da-fé-ish look at passers-by,

                  And watch how well those fingers bind

                  About a rope that hauls them to the sky

                  Out of a box

                  Unseen by any eye

                  Yet orthodox

                  To those who sport the stripy shirt.

                  No maps or clocks

                  Have ever hit me with such sideways hurt.

               

               
                  12. Freely

                  Nowhere has anywhere been left to chance.

                  Just think what chance would do.

                  It is ordained. The pieces dance

                  In ways we can construe

                  And all would be foreshadowed, but free will

                  Crowbars the door, and I and you

                  Stand blissfully aware that we must kill

                  Our fears, or be

                  In thrall to drink and pill,

                  Fugue state where we

                  Are whacked ourselves. There is yet time

                  To carve the sky

                  With patterns that may still be called sublime.

               

               
                  13. Mimes (3)

                  Speaking in riddles, still they never speak.

                  Why quicksand? Why this fix?

                  Farcical, tragic, doomed to eke

                  Brute living from such tricks

                  As we can thrash within our framed conceptions.

                  Can anything outpace the mix?

                  Imagination—palace of inceptions,

                  Frequented by

                  Our best and worst perceptions—

                  Be like the sky,

                  Immune to, though so moved, by time,

                  And when I die,

                  Appoint, as executioner, a mime.

               

               
                  14. For Philip Glass

                  I wouldn’t say that we were starved of art

                  But when I first heard you,

                  A revelation hit my heart.

                  I knew just what to do—

                  Akhnaten, Satyagraha, Einstein on the Beach.

                  Your spartan lofts pulsating through

                  With chants and challenges. Far out of reach,

                  Ear-shepherding

                  Auroras tried to teach

                  What work might bring,

                  What tribute to reality.

                  Loss lost its sting

                  And I divined a glasslike way to be.

               

               
                  15. Élan Vital


                  Élan vital, by which we must mean life,

                  The opposite of death.

                  You fall forever like a leaf

                  Until your final breath.

                  Élan vital? A language of its own

                  And let it be your shibboleth.

                  Live all you can, resist death’s stagnant throne,

                  And never make

                  That stubborn-as-a-stone

                  Nostalgic mistake

                  Of thinking Being not enough.

                  The spears must shake.

                  Go forth now, bearing Life, the child of Love.

               

               
                  16. What goes beyond

                  Planned obsolescence but not really planned.

                  Clickbaity mystery.

                  And we abide here, saying, ‘And—?’

                  What do we hope to see?

                  Mañana maybe all will be OK.

                  I find it indescribably

                  De Chirican, since art must have its say

                  Before too long

                  Again. That is the way,

                  The mended wrong,

                  The road I tread to find my feet.

                  In every song,

                  Planned obsolescence but not obsolete.

               

               
                  17. Tzara

                  Robert Delaunay’s portrait of Tristan Tzara,

                  Furled carnival of parts,

                  Anticipative sayonara

                  To superseded arts.

                  Firm welcome to the Orphic resonance.

                  We mix the palette of our hearts

                  And that’s as much as I can say for sense.

                  The days go by

                  And I am happy, hence

                  I sketch the sky,

                  Which yields its challenge layeredly.

                  Before we die,

                  We are expected to be wild and free.

               

               
                  18. Architecture

                  To have detected architecture’s heart

                  One must have crossed a sea

                  And flown in aircraft. From the start,

                  One must have yearned to see

                  Music emergent from the simple stone,

                  An all-considered harmony

                  Spiralling upward to the blue, alone,

                  Like some vast bird

                  Poised to rip flesh from bone—

                  Without a word,

                  With only concentrated life,

                  Suddenly blurred,

                  Descending like the Damoclean knife.

               

               
                  19. De Bruijn

                  De Bruijn: combinatoric prompt for these

                  Gear-changing speculations.

                  But to what end? To teach and tease;

                  The gaiety of nations;

                  Exactitude of cerebellum-work,

                  Perception-sharpening. Cogitations

                  Intended to array the land of quirk

                  In spirit’s cause,

                  Which, in this wordy work,

                  Permits no pause

                  From operating on the spine

                  Of natural laws.

                  One slip-up— you’ll send shivers down the line.

               

               
                  20. Disruptive technologies

                  Fine-tuning toasters, cars that know your name,

                  Tungsten filament lights.

                  It never has been all the same.

                  We have it in our sights

                  To go the mile and really get things done.

                  What else could keep us up long nights

                  Except this everlasting lust to run

                  New distances?

                  Some call it surface fun

                  But the truth is

                  The limit-testing project now

                  Finds no abyss.

                  It is Why-Not who rides the howdah How.

               

               
                  21. The Sense of Danger

                  after W. H. Auden

                  The danger must be met with open arms.

                  Those who do not embrace

                  The danger will neglect alarms.

                  This is the choice we face

                  When we are realistic with our hearts.

                  Some disappear without a trace,

                  While others have their horses dragged by carts.

                  Still others dream

                  Of death in sunny parts.

                  I say the gleam

                  Is visionary, so I must

                  Paddle upstream

                  To treat the rundown waterwheel for rust.

               

               
                  22. Hope’s Origami

                  Great shakes, I surely knew it at the start.

                  The folding of events.

                  Hope’s origami. Have a heart.

                  I say it all makes sense.

                  For those who love the mind, it has to be

                  The glade where all our hikes commence.

                  Description fails and indescribably

                  It grows again.

                  Let us be truly free.

                  I go for zen

                  But some dreams are a different scale.

                  No wonder then

                  What burgeons now beneath the heavy gale.

               

               
                  23. Animals

                  If only for the promise in their eyes,

                  Of mind becoming wired,

                  We should discard the tedious lies

                  About the heart being tired

                  And set aside great parks for them to roam,

                  Where all will be as is required

                  And they may truly call the landscape home,

                  As they once did,

                  Before the styrofoam

                  And halide grid

                  Gangrened across their territories,

                  And the sun slid

                  Behind a smog too stubborn for the trees.

               

               
                  Not only for their sake but for our own,

                  A wilding of the land,

                  Re-animation of the stone.

                  I try to understand

                  Their scope and ours but ultimately all

                  We know is that the scheme is grand.

                  Whether there was an ice age or a Fall,

                  Apt metaphor

                  Eludes me. What we call

                  Relentless war

                  May really be excess of love,

                  Bared tooth and claw

                  Mutations picked to still the frantic dove.

               

               
                  24. Authenticity

                  A genuine being. By God, a genuine being.

                  Been searching all my days

                  For one with such a way of seeing.

                  Call it a passing craze

                  But I must say I truly think it’s love.

                  What else could kick up such a blaze?

                  Beelzebub fell bristling from above

                  To a cold grave

                  Because he had no love

                  For heaven. Save

                  The tears. We’ve still a lot to do

                  If we’re to pave

                  Our byways with the bearable and true.

               

               
                  25. Repast

                  A plate of tortellini at Elaine’s—

                  Your enigmatic look,

                  Desirous of the thrills and pains.

                  Imagine. I mistook

                  Your tender interest for abruptness, nearly

                  Forewent the chance, fell off the hook,

                  Passed on the reel that drew me to your dearly

                  Enlightening smile.

                  The best experience, clearly.

                  I reconcile

                  With loss, it’s true, but not the way,

                  All the quiet while,

                  Love slips between our fingers every day.

               

               
                  26. The Lake of Pleasure

                  And so it was they came to a great lake

                  Where people would descend

                  And drown. And no, it was no fake.

                  It was their promised end.

                  The guide stopped short and said, ‘The lake of pleasure.’

                  And then they knew the guide a friend.

                  The two of them went down to take their treasure,

                  Hand in soft hand.

                  Their passion had no measure.

                  Like grains of sand,

                  They filled the hourglass known as love.

                  I understand

                  That’s what we all do, and are worthy of.

               

               
                  27. Drive

                  At times, between the headlong flows of cars,

                  The sky seems not a sky

                  Of Earth, but maybe one of Mars,

                  A place where you and I

                  Might blur into the future, where our sons

                  And daughters may continue by

                  Some clung-to inner light, creating runs

                  Of grace notes in

                  This chaos of old sun’s

                  Incessant spin,

                  Home of a gentleness that lets

                  Good days begin,

                  Great rivers throng, the lucky have regrets.

               

               
                  28. Afterimage

                  Retinal trace of a receding figure,

                  Phase-shifting out of view—

                  But does this alter any feature

                  I pick to picture you?

                  You are not changed by moving out of sight.

                  Nor I, your loyal listener, who,

                  With these same hands will flounder for the light,

                  Check messages,

                  And fall asleep tonight,

                  Trying to guess

                  Precisely what some comment meant:

                  Your searching Yes,

                  Your playful and your actual intent.

               

               
                  29. Zugzwang

                  Squirrel, scoiattolo, the darting creature.

                  A foible-burst of lightning,

                  Fracturing over a water-feature,

                  Unruffled by the frightening

                  Attenuation of its pivot-point,

                  Swayed to the brink, the tightrope tightening,

                  Washing-line acrobat. That pond would anoint

                  A lesser scrambler

                  But this one cased the joint,

                  More than a gambler.

                  What judging panel could find fault?

                  Meniscus-rambler,

                  I’m zugzwanged by your zigzag, little bolt.

               

               
                  30. Defibrillator

                  for RVWO

                  When Grandma died, I said to my sad father,

                  ‘But the defibrillator—?’

                  I was inquisitive but rather

                  Naïve. And now, much later,

                  Hearing about another taken ill,

                  Another who would leave a crater

                  In my instreaming landscape, I am still

                  Deep down repeating

                  Those same sad hopes, which fill

                  Belief’s retreating

                  Quest for the answers. Such defiance.

                  Such over-heating.

                  I still must put my trust in medical science.
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