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            A Meadow in July

         

         
            
               
                  It’s just that a poem is forming a meadow

                  For itself. And then a window –

                  Not a modern window at all but an old, flaking

                  Casement thing, ropes and pulleys

               

               
                  And weights you could hear

                  Banging inside their unpainted timber frames.

                  The deepest thing has a rumble

                  That you can never see,

               

               
                  A distant thunder in a thundery July;

                  The way poems heave in their nervousness

                  Before small birds hit the windows,

                  Thinking poetry is a drift of insects

               

               
                  Or some such promise of food.

                  We gaze beyond our rooms in idleness,

                  Idly dreaming of things outside ourselves,

                  A full plate that we intuit

               

               
                  Before we come to our senses

                  In that hide-out the poem has made

                  Between our faces and July. See, it’s the same poem

                  Has placed glass between us and a meadow.
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            The One Leaf

         

         
            
               
                  Here beneath a tree time will tell

                  Whether it was worth getting up this morning,

               

               
                  Though none of us are immune.

               

               
                  The self that time makes worthwhile

                  May never seem whole

                  In the way Samuel Beckett was

                  With that one single leaf

                  On the tree of his entire life:

               

               
                  His bitter truth is not cinnamon, nor should it be.

               

               
                  If time doesn’t want to have faith

                  Or absorb any scripture

                  There is simply nothing that can ever be done

                  With the leaf on the tree or the lost leaf.

               

               
                  Let me be plain about this and never emotional

               

               
                  Because time will tell: there is a purple shellac

                  Of the one leaf from the crushing of beetles,

                  And still a holy rood within. It’s just that time,

               

               
                  A leaf, always has the last word.
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            Parallel

            in memory of Christo

         

         
            
               
                  Echoes, more than anything else create a way in,

                  Like when yer man wrapped the Reichstag in folds and draperies

               

               
                  And made it seem, momentarily, a tender thing.

                  The way sunlight fell on it made a sound

               

               
                  Of your heart beating.

               

               
                  Similarly, when we walked under his saffron gates

                  In Central Park we were young again;

               

               
                  And it was the same when I heard the glottal words

                  Uttered by that Irishman’s oily purples and greens,

               

               
                  All of his parallel lines like so much sheet music,

               

               
                  A music that deprivation makes

                  With a heavy lid upon it for too long –

               

               
                  Again, I ask you what Art is. As I did

               

               
                  When I held your fingers, outstretched. Your engagement ring,

                  I remember, against my finger created an echo, an ekphrastic.
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            Late Summer

         

         
            
               
                  A butterfly wing, to begin with.

               

               
                  The incongruous remnant of a life

                  Colourised by an aching summer

               

               
                  And a fullness in each hour.

                  Now a wing devoid of the living thing

               

               
                  That gave it meaning:

                  The way this empty kitchen speaks

               

               
                  Of the heavy cargo, the Irish miles

                  Chased down by swallows.

               

               
                  Architecture makes novelists of us.

                  Rooms bear a coffin that will not be silent

               

               
                  But ache to share with us their deaths

                  Within. When the dead speak

               

               
                  It’s as if a young professor

                  Newly hired had fallen overboard

               

               
                  With all the notes from Anglo-Irish life

                  Washed in the swell and lost.

               

               
                  This mansion sips from its own reflection

                  In late autumn loneliness. Its lawns and patios

               

               
                  Lean back, opening a wet mouth.
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            The Art of Fixing a Shadow

            for Clíona Ní Ríordáin

         

         
            
               
                  A host of beech stems in late winter, with little food

                  In the light: their silver nitrates are fixed in my memory now

                  As on a spattered parchment. A cold Rochester graveyard

                  And I at de Valera’s mother’s grave, neither inside nor

                  Outside my life at that moment, but floating in spoors

                  Of dust that seemed to drift from the strange day –

                  Memory tries to be a frank revelation of the commonplace,

                  It tries so hard for the vernacular formula, seeking empathy

                  And warmth from the surface that it is impressed upon.

                  I was once a person who remembered differently; what

                  Seemed heroic then is now but a pitiful thing, all belief gone

                  And the politics of that. Such a childhood I’ve had, it was

                  Always running towards an obdurate adult, always keen

                  To be settled in a lithographic varnish or in adult resistances

                  Made of tar or asphaltum. Time has dissolved these childish

                  Oils of lavender. If memory has framed time-consuming

                  Details they were never reliable, memory’s astonishing

                  Fidelity is merely to itself. Come to think of it, it wasn’t

                  Beech stems at all, that time in America, it was really the bare

                  Red stems of Dogwood, a wintering flame of Cornus

                  Sanguinea, blazing in low sunlight in a less than lucid moment

                  Of impressions. Too late to fume the plates over iodine

                  Crystals, to begin the process of re-remembering. From the

                  Collodion negative of what happens, we cut and turn,

                  We bathe and hope to dry. And the poem, in its own strict

                  Chemical sense, it is our one fixed carbon or albumen print.
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            Immortal Form in the Margins of Sean Scully’s ‘John Anthony’

         

         
            
               
                  Time on the margin, on the edge or the between of things,

                  Pours across the heavier breath of these oils, flows between

                  Grey and darker fields as a mouse made of light, a shrew

                  Caught feverishly in a stretch of subdued linen. My mind has

                  To be un-made in the way this linen was that became a field

                  For art, a slope, a precipice. If I could fly I would attempt this

                  Cliff-face of the heart, what’s insecure; an attempt such as that.

                  I am here for the long ride and hanging in as my mind sets oil

                  Scurrying across fields of lesser light, harvests of primed cloth.

                  It is nothing if not narrow, this possibility of life in the margins

                  Between the fullness of grey, the fullness of off-white, the

                  Assertions of black, of black’s heavy black brushwork. Avian

                  Is the effort of paint, a crow, a tumbler-pigeon attempting air,

                  Crashing wing-long into hardness. A surface is self-educated

                  And its auto-didactic heart is art: here, the master-stroke and

                  All its minions. My eyes trace with their finger-tips this long

                  Voyage between settled land masses of paint, ocean-going

                  Fingers trace this surface of sunlight between black and grey,

                  Striations of white that end constantly in a sunburst, a breath

                  Of light. I turn a corner to find a chasm of yellow, all become

                  A stream of striations of white and yellow; and white again

                  In this brushwork ocean. Here is the hell of separation, of

                  Falls between outcrops of grey, of redemption in yellow again

                  And all those attempts at closing the gap between one form

                  Of coloured life and another. Here is a terrible storm, here

                  The empty and terrible void. The miserly brush has left

                  Us gasping for breath in its emptiness, its incompleteness

                  Between colours. Yellow the hope, or the promise of rest

                  In the failure of things to cohere. It is terrible, this art that 17

                  Leaves me with only a margin to depend upon, a vengeful

                  Subsistence of yellows and greys, the heaviness of things

                  Left yearning for cover. Here is a massive exposure of

                  Linen, of heaven un-primed and ill-prepared. Here is the cross

                  For art to bear, dove of Christ, tumbler tumbling through all

                  Absence of hope in the margins, as He was in the beginning.
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                  You are greedy for it, though where this feeling comes from

                  After an excess of Christmas, that mid-winter arc of eating,

               

               
                  Is a mystery to all who might be reasonable. After all,

                  There is this one astonishing Amaryllis flooding our room

                  With its reddish light, its sculpted, Vogue-like being

               

               
                  As if the seasons in our house were a catwalk, a parade.

                  But now I’ve just seen an array of tall, rare snowdrops

                  In my neighbour’s conservatory, well-lit by the tissue

               

               
                  Of her tall lanterns, all of my neighbour’s bounty glowing

                  At the end of this January day. I have been stalking catlike

                  For a better look. It is an excess of loveliness, delicate

               

               
                  As light through fine porcelain. Yet why should I lust

                  After some other richness when an Amaryllis

                  As excessive as a pier-glass of Murano craft fills
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