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            ‘Violent, emetic, immoderate, improper, impure – that’s to say it’s the real thing. Atkins’s prose, which may not be prose, adheres to Aragon’s maxim “Don’t think – write.”’

            — Jonathan Meades

            ‘Ed Atkins is the artist of ugly feelings – gruesome and smeared and depleted. But everything he does in his videos or paintings, I’ve always thought, he really does as a writer. He uses language as a system where everything gets reprocessed and misshapen – a unique and constant mislaying of tone that’s as dizzying as it’s exhilarating.’

            — Adam Thirwell, author of Lurid & Cute

            ‘The universe is a rabble of contagion and miasma. The universe is a rabble of spheres, moved by mystical forces. Ed Atkins pokes this condition. He strokes and bursts it. He is the barber who doubles as doctor and a dentist, quick with his knife and flushes of blood. No page of Old Food is dry, it seeps with life, it breathes, bleeds, engorges, sticks you together with spit. Like bacterial cells on an errant loaf, Old Food is language in growth.’

            — Helen Marten, 2016 Turner Prize winner

            ‘Whether Old Food is poetry, dystopian fiction, script for an exhibition, metabolic literature or all and other, is up for discussion. What is not is the artist-writer’s limpid poetics, carnal and hungry as the wolf. Atkins’s writing is real and a relief. And if grammar is politics by other means, per Haraway, then so is food – as trope, as lack, as romp, as sustenance.’

            — Quinn Latimer, author of Like a Woman

            ‘Like a McDonald’s hamburger or a cockroach or the Global Seed Vault, Old Food perseveres beyond mortal reason and enters a Beckettian afterwards. We cannot know the reason for all those tears, and it scarcely matters.’

            — Vivian Rycroft

            ‘Old Food will eat you up. Ed the head plays a vampire chorus singing of rotten old England, a magic wasteland which comes stuffed with a Supermarket Sweep of sinister flesh, goo, and other putrid treats. What’s that growing in the kitchen sink? Stick the kettle on, love, and feel the sickness descend.’

            — Charlie Fox, author of This Young Monster

            ‘T.S. Eliot’s definition of English culture ran right down to ‘boiled cabbage cut into sections’. Ed Atkins scrapes in Cathedral City, battered calamari, excess margarine, peach cobbler, robin heart, Wotsits, mum, dad – and puts it all on a rotary spit of enjambing sentences. His turns of phrase are exceedingly toothsome: ‘buttered, asteroidal crumpets’, ‘the lush, truffled / belch of Superunleaded’, ‘a crush of / neighbours jostling for gratis / crackling’. A post-apocalypse filmed on location in the colon of this country, every moreish page of Old Food is disgusting as a gastropub, the mince of a language going richly off.’

            — Jeremy Noel-Tod, editor of The Penguin Book of the Prose Poem

            ‘Reading like the accelerated brain patterns of a ravenous soothsayer-cum-scavenger-cum-time-travelling-salesperson, auto-translated into an almost recognizable diction, Old Food tastes of sick period drama, nostalgic for a time just around the corner. As singular as electrocution, it emits from the demented ditches, the euphoric crusts, disappointed hearts and bad gut-feelings as much as the patterned constellations, throbbing with multidimensional love-songs. From inside these erotic and squalid operatics, Ed Atkins revamps the scene of our selves. His writing advances like a daredevil knife-thrower, nervy and elastic, spinning words at the reader’s throat.’

            — Heather Phillipson, author of Whip-hot & Grippy

            ‘If “Chocolate coins seemed doubly cryptic with the collapse of banks…” as Ed Atkins writes towards the end of this almost unbearable but compelling work, then dystopia and climate catastrophe are in our mouths and bodies: they pour through cataracts of names of herbs and meats and slime, of commonplace gestures in strange locations, they disrupt spelling and produce unnatural words and the suspension of proper grammar. Atkins’ fiercely f lowing anti-poetry takes up the disruption of unthinking indulgence at a point near to where Theodor Adorno left off, moralia now definitively below the minima we need to carry on – other than in the turbulence of the text.’

            — Adrian Rifkin, author of Communards

            Praise for A Primer for Cadavers

            ‘Atkins emerged over a few pages as perhaps the most imaginative, sincere, and horribly, gloriously intent contemporary writer – certainly from Britain – I’ve read.’

            — Sam Riviere, Poetry London

            ‘Discomfited by being a seer as much as an elective mute, Ed Atkins, with his mind on our crotch, careens between plainsong and unrequited romantic muttering. Alert to galactic signals from some unfathomable pre-human history, vexed by a potentially inhuman future, all the while tracking our desperate right now, he do masculinity in different voices – and everything in the vicinity shimmers, ominously.’

            — Bruce Hainley, author of Under the Sign of [sic]

            ‘How can cadavers seem so alive, speak so eloquently? Atkins’ prose is urgent, sometimes even breathless, seeming to stumble over its own material conditions. His is a unique voice that captures a truly embodied intelligence.’

            — David Joselit, author of After Art
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            ‘Affirming that the universe resembles nothing

and is only formless amounts to saying that the

universe is something like a spider or spit.’

            — Georges Bataille

            ‘My dreams have withered and died.’

            — Richard and Linda Thompson

         


      

   


   
      
         
            

               OLD FOOD

            

            
               Do it

               at yourself an possession. Furtive seeking

               empathic commons inside of a weak

               charismatic dunce.

            

            
               
                  PERFORMER

               

               
                  Spring finds medium son just on the

                  floor. Looks maybe six? evil, holds

                  the red plastic-handled table knife in

                  a small right fist, fishes a slice from

                  the open bag of bad bread with a left.

               

               
                  Crumb-stuck margarine blouses

                  with the draw of the knife’s few

                  dull serrations. Excess margarine

                  skimmed against the rim of the tub.

                  Margarine also stuck in a different

                  manner to the underside of the blue

                  foil peel, also. There is no margarine

                  at all on the lid of the tub that rests

                  against one um grey sock, looking

                  perfect, plastic, the lid. Margarine 

                  also dark marls grey sock. Grey

                  sock’s cuff’s elastic

                  unambiguously resigned, wilting

                  round the blub edge of a pair of nice

                  slippers. Untucked beige polyester

                  short-sleeve also with margarine fat

                  seep tabbing, also. Lax brown cords’

                  shot waistband frayed low. Slight

                  merry muffin-top mini debouch? An

                  ease of flesh into the room.

               

               
                  Lighting is palpably dawning. Motes

                  and amber digits depend on young

                  blue air. All the visible skin would

                  shone with marge fat and the floor is

                  a ghastly rink with it in the corner a

                  whole family, their horse and worse.

               

               
                                             *

               

               
                  What’s at stake with the sandwich?,

                  to a crush of neighbours jostling for

                  gratis crackling.

               

               
                  Allegories used to be clear and

                  dogmatic as baby’s beer. Foaming

                  teats sopped in The People’s bra.

               

               
                  Later, eating just stopped. Snails

                  caulked black treacle, then. Then

                  wigged cassoulet and an humming

                  hard cheese wheel spoke thermal

                  death-time. Sorry year’s Harvest

                  Festival focussed a depleted

                  congregation’s prosy

                  grace of canned misc. and dry goods

                  for an lull for

               

               
                  example we’d prayer pack and tape

                  small boxes of unknown pulses,

                  Birds powder, powdered eggs,

                  UHT, mulligatawny cans for maybe

                  orphans who’d we’d prayed about

                  inside of their distant orphan fast,

                  woolgathering, we’d pray our blind

                  frippery as a romance of sorts an

                  unrequited cursorial, even as we too

                  had nothing to eat even at all. Was the

                  last of it, frittered.

               

               
                  In March we’d spoon molten

                  bootblack over its head and beat the

                  poor collie with an idea of tuck and

                  fuck and a steel ladle. Later we’d see 

                  um them in the distance on a podium

                  speaking with candour, really very

                  moving. In winter we’d dress as low

                  ranking public servants we’d leverage

                  our status to hawk greengages and

                  whiskered courgettes and the twee

                  pickney gooseberries smote all

                  pressed on humid slices of

                  Soreen

                  with mustered portent and really cool

                  local slurs at a stall near the main

                  prison or thereabouts. Our banner

                  read ‘Old Food’ and could be read um

                  from solitary. Out loud we also had a

                  big bell we’d’ve rang.

               

               
                  We used to cut most everything

                  with fridge-cold clammy chicken

                  breast. Jelly or humour clot the grey

                  crevices and with the red dotting.

                  Red spider mites paused there, druft

                  down through the gone skylight

                  with other and more real bits of the

                  summer, seasoning a generous spread

                  of pokey galantines, upset duck and

                  I think quail. Charged with waves of 

                  mortadella, fagged little Portuguese

                  chicken livers, garlic mosaics. Sieved

                  with unplanned soupçon willow

                  divers. We used to cut this with

                  cooling buttered chicken breast and

                  round lettuce secreting trace dry soil

                  in leathery green crinoline, served

                  demoralised with stooped blue cheese

                  dressing & hashed anchovies the

                  mouthfeel ringer for Dad’s rank

                  eyebrows. Demoralised

                  like your dad was demoralised.

               

               
                  ‘A’ was for Lowdown Horse, stabled

                  with a clutter of big black spiders that

                  were dead & crisped like sincerely

                  the nice tempura battered bangles

                  of calamari – only cold and sort

                  of a German forest. Solemn black

                  pubic do. Turning milk with weak

                  plums seep mar purple. Big black

                  spiders rattling about under the

                  horse, jostling sick and beards. Each

                  spider roughly the size and texture

                  of a sun-dried Scottie dog, wildly

                  dead. We’d lean over the paling and 

                  count the ribs, gnawing grissini and

                  it never occurred to any of us. Then,

                  in the winter, out back eyeballing fog,

                  we might’ve be found gouging hot

                  buttered wool out the foiled bonfire

                  potatoes. Also, force-fed burnt

                  autumn sweep, also. Up the nose, if

                  memory serves. Piping bags of tepid

                  Smash expressed up lovely women’s

                  noses in the poor, peccant gap under

                  the main prison right in the middle of

                  town. Like the main post office only

                  it was the main prison. And in the

                  barn, in the slack cow’s crib, we’d find

                  hoary old cavolo nero burgeon and

                  we’d rip the bugger out and we’d cut

                  it with pale, clammy chicken breast as

                  well as with the shrugged-off brown

                  hen kip. It was condemned when we’d

                  got it.

               

               
                  We’d take care to thank people

                  for sending condolences and aid

                  in wintertime. It meant a um lot. I

                  mean I know it meant a lot to mum,

                  bedded down in the cold-frame or on 

                  the roundabout with sweet william,

                  meadow mix, Nibbles. Oodles of

                  dropsical maggots and lice. The

                  maggots moving fast like junior

                  sea penises. They got all up in her

                  mouth and in her ears so that for the

                  longest time she could only declaim

                  in Martian, hear distant wars and/

                  or futures. Wiping tough tits, is

                  what. We’d’ve emptied a few sachets

                  of sherbet in there in her head and

                  chased it with a bottle of R Whites

                  then we’d smash mum about a bit till

                  she made some fucking sense.

               

               
                  Thanks for cleaning me up, Hannah.

                  We sent word of Hannah too, open

                  tool. We would send word of Hannah,

                  open tool.

               

               
                  Storied menace over beetroot-cured

                  salmon what poached in court

                  bouillon a mid-swim ‘S’. Bouquets of

                  testy watercress fished out the ha-ha

                  at the bottom of the garden. Dandled

                  tarragon and apple mint, hustled at 

                  the back door where drunks’d drain

                  their lizards and we’d stang furtive

                  lessons in dick grime and double

                  denim, snickering or draining it

                  under an busted golf umbrella stuck

                  in the balding turf. We’d cut the very

                  filthy whole with such lush chicken

                  oysters on good days. Or we would

                  laughing introduce ourselves into

                  the tight gap between the shed and

                  the neighbour’s Ronsealed fence

                  where robust elder switch catted

                  one another’s bare-faced & scold.

                  We’d shit on the elder if we felt like

                  it fuck it we took no shit. Cut with

                  the brown and boneless. Spineless,

                  really, but we’d hold on to the buckets

                  for planters or potties. Lugged coffee

                  slosh from Starbucks jakes to your

                  bed. We’d empty slowly relaxing up-

                  cycled boneless buckets of impersonal

                  bathroom coffee on to your um bed

                  while you were out. There was grease

                  piebalded the surface of the coffee, we

                  saw. And then

                  after that we’d get in the magnolia 

                  bathtub and the water’d be just

                  livid with rust and the drinks’d of

                  course be little livid vodka jellies

                  served in sharp-hemmed fluorescent

                  plastic jiggers on wilting paper

                  plates, floaters and little emerald

                  swords like drawn boiled sweets

                  skewered lime tapers and candied

                  personal. Clattering boiled sweets or

                  clattering sugared almonds, toothed

                  rhyme sweet bone. Sucked to cutter

                  to cut the chicken’s loose beige

                  sheath with sincerely speed for my

                  sister & spice for the older one and

                  using the sucked to cutter and that

                  plastic, scotched chopping board in

                  a turmeric snot colour. Then we’d

                  grease one another up and coast over

                  like the darling seal pups we were

                  over to Hannah’s for profound &

                  deep kissing, wounds to servitude

                  yes. Then we’d get splay Analize

                  or Destroyer. Like crushed roast

                  potatoes gritted with Maldon and

                  black pepper. Broad beans and peas

                  and sweet marjoram, sage, lavender,

                  costmary, mint, clary, sorrel, savory,

                  parsley, fennel, basil, borage, orach,

                  hyssop, some houseleeks. Spinach,

                  cabbages, cole, lettuce, gourds, beets,

                  vines, raspberries, gooseberries,

                  violets, gillyflowers, peonies um

                  dragonwort, lilies, and roses. Wines,

                  vinegars. Verjuice, grains, oils, nuts,

                  peas and beans. One whole pat of

                  unsalted slathered with a subpoena

                  for stealing food we simply needed

                  to live or didn’t need to live without

                  the imperative to steal to feel the

                  order of living, determined. Though

                  impassioned arguments concerning

                  the

                  right to live used not to be listened

                  to by those people who’d might

                  have been able to make a difference

                  anyway.

               

               
                  On Saturdays delicate chamois

                  crêpes sprinkled with sugar, ret with

                  Jif, rolled and cut and then we’d et

                  it with our mouths that were not so

                  much like mouths anymore but rather 

                  snatched from the clart mouths of

                  babes or man-made grotto or shooting

                  off about the crêpe’s contents and then

                  we’d probably make another one and

                  then we’d eat that one and also on and

                  with a or this lunchtime mouth.

               

               
                  Thank you for just opening your legs

                  the goose wishbone and the gavage to

                  engorge to torture. On thick, doorstop

                  toast with mustard seeds and sweated

                  green onions, served with a squat

                  glass of a cool, pale Sauternes and

                  with Hannah. Like an person with

                  rickets like a thing about sea urchins

                  churned like table tennis balls sawn

                  on the roiling surf was all we had to

                  eat, stranded on a voiceless rock in

                  the Pacific. We survived off of stringy

                  gulls snatched from the wind and

                  siphoned turtle blood, tart and pissoir,

                  leached from a ropy artery we nicked

                  with a razor in the um upturned

                  crotch. And at night we’d make out

                  at night, in the moonlight. And all

                  the grume and the sticky feathers 

                  and voided turtle shells looked really

                  great in the moonlight. I suppose we

                  had drank more blood, I suppose,

                  than was the recommended. Surely it

                  felt like a bit much at the time. We’d

                  spoon and get delirious pondering

                  Wotsits, say, or just the type of peanut

                  prep that someone ordered or a couple

                  scoops of velvety soft-serve cassis

                  sorbet perched in a tan, sugared

                  waffle cone, folded and set with dad

                  haunting the Seine. Dipped and rolled

                  and lost. Followed by more really

                  great kissing with

               

               
                  confectioner’s lips. Hundreds and

                  thousands to subdivide our love.

               

               
                  Months’ trudge dwelled on yellow

                  omelettes limpid with butter, cheese,

                  chive darting. Lamb’s lettuce coated

                  with an outgoing vinaigrette, our way.

               

               
                  Sunday lour bottle of chardonnay

                  passed about under the rampant

                  wisteria. Distant kirk carillon

                  sounded in the inert & bone air that

                  summer. Cypress trees thick with

                  doves to bang and to pluck. Blue

                  hills purpled in the near distance

                  bluddered fire and flaxen over wheat

                  fields and booze yeast nips whiffed

                  sank preludial loaves yawned with

                  a loving mist we’d catch wind of

                  outside and surf to this warm pie

                  source. We’d strip tight bandaged

                  saucissons and then ram them

                  bartered with beggars and retreating

                  combatants, skewered discs of sausage

                  on bayonets while they frigged our

                  bits to a squelchy win-win. Miles

                  and miles and months of this. Hot

                  coals and tanned leather, flanks,

                  quivers, chafing chainmail, etc. We’d

                  weigh ponderous dugs for equivalent

                  precious bijou, on the road. We’d

                  settle on a price way before we’d

                  set about one another’s ravenous,

                  dribbling Holies. Like rats at the

                  angel basin. Honest to um we’d’ve

                  plucked a pinched little rotter right

                  off the curved spine of the earth and

                  dry-shucked it cold and there and

                  then if we’d’ve had to. We’d’ve cut

                  it with brick dust and rennet, glass,

                  and pushed little blush pucks of it

                  to Sirs and Hoochies if we’d’ve had

                  to in order to stay alive in the way

                  we’d become accustomed. And all

                  the time these dead nettles proffered

                  love with weeping aphids swept their

                  ivory choke of eggs, a whiff of minor-

                  key in Baroque ghost. We’d grasp

                  real nettles and human’s necks with

                  similar resolve we’d whizz them up

                  into likely dire gurgle to daub the

                  snaking queue of epic sots.

                  Just and

                  put it in to calm the boil. We’d bring

                  plenty of things like that back to the

                  boil, then. Toy keels of cicatelli’d mob

                  the surf and loose a scum. We were

                  reminded of the journey. Drained

                  outside over an open sewer in the

                  evening-time, thinking of something

                  else. Served with a high puttanesca

                  to the lines of trudging human rind,

                  barely there. People were going

                  hungry. We’d tarns of steaming

                  chowder flotsammed with sweetcorn,

                  white fish, smoked hateful something,

                  hashed parsley stalks. We’d serve

                  as many as we could served with

                  regular fries. Secondi of osso buco

                  stuck over with sprigs of rosemary

                  and diagrammatic sections of glowing

                  oxtail in spills of separating tomato

                  and juniper jus. Loofahs of cheap

                  dry bread to sop up all the goodly

                  red. For the people. For afters we’d

                  had organised an audience with some

                  birds and a silly man. Some

                  days we’d plainly loll with the bottle.

                  A thousand souls swooned

                  step it

                  and later, in concert, dreamed

                  of eating their way out an sewn whale

                  carcass.

               

               
                  We’d wake May slick with sweat and

                  I’d immediately put my fingers down

                  the red lane and make you shoot the

                  cat and you’d fist me and I’d shriek

                  really really loud and throw up also.

               

               
                  The Mist would roll on in and we

                  deckhands would swim for it. Usually

                  we’d drown.

               

               
                  July saw us bottling water from the

                  outside tap. Afterwards we’d open

                  the bottle and drink the water from

                  inside of it, after and over a period

                  of time depending on whim and if

                  we were thirsty. The bottle, I mean,

                  with it’s Quillfeldt flip-top stopper

                  and blow-mould heraldic doodad

                  meant we could charge a lot at the

                  service station. Times round the fire

                  we’d pump mason jars to the brim

                  with dark, resinous beer, sunk and

                  with stark, persistent head to dip-coat

                  nappy upper lips and dad-frenzy the

                  scant brains we’d hade woozed with

                  woodsmoke and tipless Camels. We’d

                  sing close-harmony divorce or the

                  black keen, percussive tapping on the

                  armour, gamebirds cooling just on the

                  floor or something.

                  Since packed grub wi’ wet hay all in a

                  grave.

               

               
                  A white-hot slip of ballistic coal and

                  a great pearl fume would rise up

                  like the devil’s own boff. Spadework

                  cold soil into the grave, we’d entirely

                  inter the grub for slow cooking,

                  religious larva. And for soft grub

                  we’d do this burying thing? Packed

                  grub with wet hay in a hole a grave.

                  Seven or maybe eight hours later

                  we’d disinter your dad and the skin

                  on him would be burnt and inedible,

                  basically, but the bushed senior flesh

                  beneath was really quite alright with

                  a few teaspoons of Colman’s and a

                  quart of fassbrause. A bed of boiled

                  fiddleheads, dill pickles, capers.

               

               
                  Rainy days we’d make unboxing

                  videos of HDRs that’d bounce off

                  corrugated roofs of barns in tuneless

                  peals into fallow fields meanwhile it

                  was raining. Old slack heifers looking

                  on wet and angry, we thought, as

                  2,200 calories forced themselves into

                  the mud, mostly. Mostly they were

                  insipid stews of barley, pirate herb,

                  beans and potatoes, mostly. Fig bars

                  to loosen our bowels for shitting, I

                  guess. Clammy little towelettes from

                  glossy plastic purses to wipe the

                  remnants of poo off of our anuses

                  and the surrounding part after we’d

                  taken shits somewhere hopefully

                  appropriate to take turd.

                  Then we’d unfurl yoga pork and then

                  a groundsheet. Then butterflied high-

                  tog sleeping bags of adorable rain-

                  steeped homeless men like gaped hot

                  soft sub buttered with cow chips and

                  a kind of human marinara. Then um

                  oak-smoked a union jack parachuted

                  in slow motion, from the sky from

                  nowhere, caught on the last brown

                  gasp, flayed biddy swaddling finite

                  persons we’d done, crated in what we

                  called Cysts.

               

               
                  Pimpernel, primrose and groundsel

                  and slean-cut black peat sod

                  smouldered blue vegetal brume from

                  the midden, doffed aboard and hoed

                  to half-remembered peaks the pub.

               

               
                  Later we’d cut parachute silk

                  with skate wings and secateured

                  corrugated sailfish dorsals. Ripe

                  avocado, furrowed soft wet green fat.

                  Children’d cherish one another, there.

                  Bonemeal paste past use-by, cursed

                  by stoked fatties in town so no-one

                  could’ve et it save Hannah with her

                  ha asbestos constitution. Then the

                  children’d circle refuse, and parrot

                  steaming kiss-feed one piping grim

                  morsel to another, all drained flavour

                  and heat in the vespers. Tonguing

                  minced mouth to mouth, sweet pep of

                  ketchup filthed kids’ cupid lips.

               

               
                  Urine used to turn to a kind of ghoul’s

                  blood after the tenth go, though it

                  would remain warm enough for an

                  keck a awful lot longer. Quenelled

                  French cuss wet oxen whickered

                  off lush dandelion chaplets got

                  blanched to birch the newcomers.

                  They’d just arrived and we’d invited

                  them round for dinner al fresco,

                  down pretty English garden things

                  with bunting bordered by cheering

                  persons handing out cornflake cakes

                  in ruched paper things, stiff flapjacks,

                  paper bowls of Utz. Then we’d bade

                  them laid down in a nice big tin tub

                  built for maybe spastic veal calves and

                  we’d pour scalding pork fat over them

                  till they drowned or melted! After a

                  month or so we’d cut fat set slabs with

                  an hot scythe and dole them up a cold

                  cut deck on to the common, right on

                  the long grass, sobbing and screaming

                  and collapsing, us, retching.

                  We used to cut it with a blackened

                  pygostyle at Hannah’s. Grieving was

                  this.

               

               
                  Those days we’d flack the sandwich

                  every chance we got. Alton Brown

                  discharge and mistletoe back in the

                  day. Reuben with Branston. Club.

                  In wartime cold hedgerow crumbles

                  dusted cold slimed vine leaves

                  attempted reinvigorated with drizzled

                  scant honey substitute.

               

               
                  Pitchers of lemon squash or nightsoil

                  liquorice bum water to rid flaccid

                  dolmades.

               

               
                  Those days we knew how to eat a

                  witch: with gloves on and in one go.

                  Other nights we’d torch a village

                  just to bake an apple. Wadded with

                  suet and cinnamon, grated nutmeg,

                  sherry-macerated sultanas from the

                  big jar and two plugs of spongy bread.

                  Were bratted screams lapped flames

                  that devoured progress and minors

                  alike while we strained to see results
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