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            SOME THOUGHTS ON FORM

         

         [1]

         The idea that poetic form might be a kind of totality seems to apply especially well to the poetry of Thomas A Clark. While his poems make use of traditional elements of poetic structure, such as line, stanza, and rhythm, much of the form comes out of the language. In this, phrasing, syntax and vocabulary seem particularly important.

         If it is common to think of the aggregate of technical aspects as constituting a poetic voice, with Clark it is a voice which brings texture to whichever songs it is singing.

         [2]

         There are a number of words that recur from poem to poem. The hills, clouds and water give us a sense of where we are in the landscape. And the mentions of nothingness, aloneness and longing, say something of what we can expect from territory of this kind.

         Sometimes a repeated word can feel like a trusted part of the toolkit. Where ‘distance’ reappears it brings to the poems depths of different kinds:

         
            when visitors come

               from their own distance

                  there is no one home

            [with]x

            blue smoke and distance

            are the syllables of her name

            [sonnets]

            and one who was passing by

            has been detained by distances

            that might be heights or depths

            earth, water, air or fire

            in a break on a stretch of moor

            [at dusk & at dawn]

         

         This combination of adaptability and reliability in certain elements of the vocabulary amount to a kind of fidelity between the poet and the language.

         Similarly, the reuse of a limited vocabulary across a range of poems feels appropriate to the landscapes that are the focus of these poems. The shifts in the particulars are part of a larger, continuing experience.

         [3]

         Another example of a repeated word is ‘ripple’. Where it is used to create a similar image in different poems, its repetition conveys both the familiarities of the things of the world and the freshness of each instance in which a thing might be encountered:

         
            the ragwort is rippling

            [floating island]

            yellow ragwort rippling in the sunlight

            [the threadbare coat]

         

         xiWhere it is applied in different contexts – as the movement of water, fields, and sound – it brings out the things different things have in common:

         
            barley combed by the wind/ ripples with warm light

            [the high path]

            all the little sounds that come to you sharply, rippling over stillness and cold

            [the threadbare coat]

         

         These reused words contribute to the formal effect in each poem they’re used in. But they also nudge us to think of the way form might extend across a fuller body of work. They become part of what is going on.

         [4]

         It may be that the function of the language in a poem is not to say or do whatever the poet wills of it. But through attending to the words as an artist might attend to the paints, brushes and canvas, the poet creates poems that do whatever they have to. Attention is an important part of this.

         Gather some of the adjectives from the poems, and the pattern that emerges suggests a continuing interest in the kinds of things that may often be overlooked:

         
            light, short, small, half-articulated, quiet, few, thin, implied

         

         The title The Threadbare Coat – taken from the title of a traditional fiddle tune – is in keeping with this. The focus on what is small or impoverished isn’t ever pejorative. In finding a richness in the smallness of things – the beauty in the rough and ramshackle – these poems open themselves to something persistently joyful. xii

         [5]

         The nouns are also a vital aspect of these poems’ form. The names of plants and birds are a common feature – yarrow, furze, heather; herons, grouse, curlews – as is the use of Scottish place names as the titles of poems – by kilbrannan sound; coire fhionn lochan. For these reasons Clark’s poems have been seen as a kind of nature writing.

         Often, though, these concrete nouns feel as if they are doing something more generic. The paths could be any paths; the meadows could be any meadows. If you tried to use this book as a map you couldn’t be certain of where it would get you.

         [6]

         This effect is strengthened by the frequency of abstract nouns. The relation between the generic objects and the abstraction is a kind of shading.

         
            when you sail past the islands of the sea

            lean nonchalantly on the rail

            and lose yourself in looking

            at the rocks, the facts, the desolation

            [the threadbare coat]

         

         The texture arises from these shifts, which have the effect of unifying the language and of creating a continuum between concrete and abstract. The sea feels like the idea of the sea; the facts and the desolation feel as tangible as the islands. xiii

         [7]

         Regular stanzas may be so conventional as to feel almost unnoticeable. This quatrain from the lord of the isles shows something characteristic of the stanza in Clark’s poems.

         
            as if a thought took hold of them

            swarms of flies rise

            from salt-tolerant flora

            from ranks of rotting weed

         

         As poetic form, this feels unobtrusive. There is enjambment between the lines though the breaks are not abrupt. Yet while the rhythm feels like something at ease and the register is natural enough, these elements combine with such regularity as to make this kind of stanza feel recognizably Thomas A Clark.

         [8]

         The absence of punctuation in many of these poems feels like a quietly radical private tradition. Without punctuation, the reader has to look around and take in the terrain, and to figure out what goes with what. The path the language takes is clear enough as to make such signposting unnecessary. The reader’s alertness to the poem continues the poet’s alertness to the world.

         [9]

         It is notable that ‘you’ is the prevalent pronoun here. It is a small yet significant step that distances the poems from the ‘I’ of lyric poetry. xiv

         The shift feels not so much romantic as reasonable, and can be startlingly liberating. It means the poems are not tied to Thomas A Clark as a protagonist. He might be talking to himself or addressing a companion, but mostly it helps put the reader into the centre of the action. It is ‘you’, the reader, who walks up a hill or is standing by a loch.

         [10]

         The short and very short poems here feel like continuations of the innovations of concrete poetry. Sometimes a short poem might feel like the product of long, steady attention:

         
            the green of winter jasmine

            awaits the yellow of the flower

         

         
            the yellow of the flower completes

            the green of winter jasmine

         

         And while there is something conceptual in these symmetrical or permutational poems, in their brevity they offer a kind of delight. In this poem, ‘of’ is a junction at which changes take place. The nouns are the constants, and the colours their variable properties

         [11]

         Influence could be seen as a formal element here too. There are three poets a generation older than Thomas A Clark whose work has been important in how Clark’s poems have found their shape.

         Ian Hamilton Finlay provided an example of how making poems might be a means of investigation of form and presentation, often going beyond what most publishers would xvallow. His Wild Hawthorn Press was the model for Clark’s own Moschatel Press.

         The influence of Lorine Niedecker’s comes from her approach to the small, carefully crafted poem made of plain language, with a hint of folk song. In conventional terms, it is Niedecker’s influence that feels strongest here.

         Frank Samperi is an important third influence. His ability to build up a large sequence with small, stand-alone poems, using a lot of space around them – a life’s work as an enquiry or vision discovered across individual ordinary incidents – has set the pattern that many of Thomas A Clark’s poems have followed.

         [12]

         It would also be possible to think of Clark’s poetic practice as an aspect of form. This feels like another kind of fidelity. This is inventive work, yet it is doesn’t have a sensibility that seeks tireless reinvention. The moments that are the poems’ focus are ordinary but deserving of our attention. In allowing the curiosity to find something to say, and a way in which to say it, these poems make their discoveries.

         
             

         

         Matthew Welton

         2020
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1
               paths & fruits

            

            
               
                  to set out early

                     with no destination

                  with the gorse in flower

                     with perhaps a light rain

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to take the short path

                     towards delight or harm

                  the beards of the ripe barley

                     caressing your bare arm

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to wander, linger

                     digress and forget

                  to be full in response

                     to be able to wait

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to waste time watching

                     raindrops in a pool

                  make small circles lasting

                     no time at all

               

               
                   

               

               
                  6to approximate less

                     to oak and rock

                  than to air, mist

                     water, smoke

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to talk and to listen

                     and to turn on your heel

                  to steady yourself

                     on the curve of the hill

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to work again at your own

                     half-articulated tune

                  to be as glad in the rain

                     as a mountain burn

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to sleep in the sunshine

                     a sleep as light as air

                  to be alone and lonely

                     for a mile or more

               

               
                   

               

               
                  7to go on and on

                     expecting nothing

                  to be everywhere transparent

                     displacing nothing

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to feel while the wind

                     howls over stones

                  or tears at the meadow grasses

                     quiet in your bones

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to pause before entering

                     a stand of trees

                  to splash your face with water

                     and then lift it to the breeze

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to slowly unravel

                     the knots of desire

                  that bind up distances

                     of cold and fire

               

               
                   

               

               
                  8to take the stile

                     beside the open gate

                  that leads to a profusion

                     of flowers and light

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to leap across the waters

                     of a swift-flowing stream

                  to sit beside it, to step

                     in and out of time

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to clear a small space

                     between stimulus and response

                  to stare into the haze

                     and watch an oak tree dance

               

               
                   

               

               
                  to detach yourself from

                     each form and event

                  until the days take on

                     depth, clarity, extent

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
9
               by kilbrannan sound

            

            
               
                  the glare of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the gleam of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the glimmer of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the glint of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the glitter of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the gloss of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the gloom of a black stone

               

               
                   

               

               
                  the glow of a black stone
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