
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
          

         
            The Fall at Home

            NEW AND COLLECTED APHORISMS

            Don Paterson

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            THE FALL AT HOME

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

         

         Consciousness is the turn the universe makes to hasten its own end.
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         When I am deeply jealous of someone, I perform the Buddhist practice of imagining that they are already dead: if I regard them as a passing soul, my jealousy evaporates, as I have literally nothing to be jealous of. Though I also enjoy thinking about them being dead.
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         Stopped clocks are right twice a day; clocks that run backwards, four times.
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         To a poet, a friend is just an inconvenience standing between them and a decent elegy.
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         If they told me they were beautiful, insightful or intelligent, I would agree with them. I’ve found it a great economy to merely reflect what others believe of themselves; besides, these things seem so little to grant anyone. But when P. declared ‘I have a fine singing voice’, I discovered the limit of my credulity.
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         Human perception is a black torch that we shine on the world to help us find things that are not there.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         It was always my impression that mirrors do not ‘double rooms’. On the contrary, they destroy rooms with their inverse, they sum the room at almost zero – leaving only the one thing in the real room we can’t see. Our own face in the glass is always that of a ghost in Neverland, in Hades.
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         Nothing means anything, but what a thing appears to mean will tell you who is in charge.
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         Overstate one thing, mute another. No one remembers the third rule of Fight Club.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Having developed guitarist’s ganglion, I looked on the web for some help, and found that ‘hit it with the Bible’ is still the most widely dispensed advice. What I had not foreseen was the number of the afflicted who assumed that the remedy worked by occult means, and had gone to the trouble of purchasing Bibles solely for this purpose.
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         A good poem should have a beginning, a middle, or an end.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         I repeatedly found a book I intended to begin in a different room from the one in which I’d left it. On finally opening it, I realised that it had been doing its best not to read me.
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         Be wary of making an exception, lest you become that exception.
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         Between the wrong map, the broken satnav and the slumped body in the next seat, the via negativa was less a choice for me than a path proposed by the lack of an alternative.
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         ‘Now what are chances of that’, my friend heard herself saying, as she stood on a rooftop in Brooklyn, watching the second plane slam into the tower. Oh for the bliss of a random universe.
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         We are only expressions of physical law, and therefore if we decide we are not without purpose – the universe is not without purpose.
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         The ‘local delicacy’ is often a tricky encounter, since it most often has its roots in making a specific poverty tolerable. Yet I knew I was in love when she took a bite of white suet pudding, and her face assumed the indescribably attractive shape of one who could not believe that something both so disgusting and delicious was allowed to be openly sold. I felt as proud as if I had cut her a slice of durian from a tree in Mindanao.
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         I read here that I write something called ‘pastiche aphorisms’. In the land of the terminally ironised, one can no more prove one’s sincerity than the inmate of an asylum his soundness of mind.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         So much for free will: it appears the conscious decision to do something attaches itself after the unconscious has already made its choice. Even these words were a … reflex.
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         My ideal Olympics would have only the purest, most pointless games – which are also the least embarrassing, in that they have no transferable skills. What else could sustain those triathletes over their mad distances other than a silly fantasy that they are rushing to the bedside of their beloved, or fleeing death itself? What propels them over that high bar, sand-pit or hurdle but some imaginary bull or electrified fence? But race-walking, water polo, pommel horse … Golf! Now when the bejesus is that ever going to come up.
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         Months of hebetude, stultification, mud-brain – and suddenly, clarity, an inability to be distracted, articulate and fluent thought … And I immediately find myself furious with my own fickleness, or at the least the caprice of physiology to which my mind is enslaved.
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         If we really understood the power of taboo, we could fix everything. In a few short years, smoking in an enclosed space with strangers has become as absolute a no-no as would be exposing yourself. But the same could easily apply to money, where an air of awful fart clung stubbornly to your wads of unearned income.
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         ‘Truths’ which turn on puns are the work of Satan, who would always have us confuse substance and shadow.
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         In so many things, what looks like talent is just the dumb patience to sit two hours longer than everyone else, staring at the patch of chaos in the page, the canvas, the score, and refusing to fill it with what will merely pass.
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         I am unconvinced that deep sleep or anaesthesia ‘mimic death’, for all that we wholly cease to identify with ourselves. (The self is merely the identification with a self, which is to say it is conjured in its conjuring.) But we cannot be far off reanimation; provided the memory can be frozen – from whose action alone we achieve the feat of waking as the same person each morning – we may be able to take some death-time-out; it could certainly lend some piquancy to the phrase ‘gap year’. To report what, though? Little, other than that we awoke to the same feeling of absolute horror and dread as we did the first time.
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         If you read a poem slowly enough and carefully enough, you will find many things that are not there.
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         I was raised with the belief that one shakes off unwanted admirers by dating them. The Scots understand that there is often no better repellent than closer acquaintance.
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         Agnosticism is indulged only by those who have never suffered belief.
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         Science makes sense of the senseless; religion makes meaning of the meaningless.
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         I detest ‘themed’ poetry collections whose theme was not determined by personal tragedy or clinical obsession.
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         Complaining about my anthology, he accused me of ‘deadism’ – that is to say, I had shown too much favouritism towards the living. To which I replied that many of my best friends are dead.
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         Never afford someone who wants to be your enemy the pleasure of being so. Good enmities are mutually negotiated, like good relationships, then worked at, like good marriages.
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         For all her sleeplessness and worry, her ghastly childhood and violent marriage, her ill luck and her illness … Her beauty was untouched: her hair was thick and black, her skin taut and unblemished, and her eyes bright. All down to good genes, I suppose, but she always found it hard to command much sympathy. At least no one doubts my suffering.
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         It takes an almost heroic bravery to live without myth; indeed most of us are sustained by missing the point. This morning I’m thinking of that oft-repeated, heart-warming tale of how Ian Paisley and Martin McGuinness once knelt down together to pray for McGuinness’s mother, a story that understandably tends to focus on neither the efficacy of prayer nor the fate of McGuinness’s mother.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Watching a film from the 1920s. Absurd to be sad that all the children in it are now dead; yet one always laments the death of children, even the ancient ones.
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         I met the only living member of that golden generation last night. A charming man, but he reminded me that the last surviving Beatle is always Ringo.
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         No – the neologism is a failure of ingenuity. Use the damn words you have.
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         One small step … ‘for a man’ or ‘for man’? The acoustic analyses are perfectly inconclusive: Armstrong either omitted the indefinite article, or elided it in the Ohioan fashion. Our hearing the first human statement uttered from another world as stupid or literate depends purely on what human generosity we are inclined to extend the speaker. How exquisitely appropriate.
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         God helps him whom God helps.
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         Truth lies in nuance. Destroy your enemy’s argument not through its countermand but its qualification.
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         Poetry isn’t a calling, it’s a diagnosis.
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         I gave up dreaming of revenge when I realised I could construct no more creative torment for C. than having to wake up as C. every morning.
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         An exemplary Scorpio addressed me thus: ‘I don’t do direct revenge. But I’d like to think my enemies will wake up one morning in twenty or thirty years – not devastated, not ruined … just a little disappointed that their lives hadn’t turned out quite as well as they’d hoped.’ I swear by the time he had finished speaking, the room had chilled by about ten degrees.
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         My friend has faults; my enemy, personality.
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         ‘Smart’ isn’t quite predicated on the presence of ‘stupid’, though I’ve observed that my occasional insightfulness is usually a phantasm produced by someone else’s lack of it.
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         A young writer, always tweeting about his ‘literary enemies’ – by which, it turns out, he means those who reviewed his book badly; if only he’d realise that this confusion also explains why.
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         To fully grasp the oxymoron ‘fellow poet’, try congratulating them on their success.
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         Most ‘inspirational quotes’ attributed to great men and women are of no interest to me, being mostly precepts such as only the great can keep. One tries to write the wisdom of the fallen, such as it is.
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         Fascists hate elections but love the plebiscite, just as bullies love the show of hands.
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         The Lehman Brothers could only have existed in a world where the wicked were allowed to claim earlier precedents. The punishment for evil should be oblivion; we are condemned to repeat the past only if we remember it.
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         Citalopram nation. Having briefly confused myself with someone who gives a fuck, I reflect that it’s amazing they didn’t think to put the whole country on this stuff. Oh hang on they did. Anyway whatever.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Six weeks facing a wall teaches you a lot about walls, but little you can easily summarise.
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         I once accidentally found myself alone in the Kölner Dom after visiting hours. I had hoped the occasion would allow me to discover that it was the presence of other humans which had been standing between me and the divine; but no, it was only me.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Keith Jarrett once allegedly asked that the bells of Kölner Dom be silenced, as they were interfering with his rehearsal. But one permits musicians an egoism one would find a mark against any writer, where self-belief most often leads to disaster. Other than perhaps Rilke, no poet could have pulled off Scriabin’s words on discovering he was about to die: ‘But this is a catastrophe!’
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         This morning I turned over a new leaf; alas, there was a light breeze around noon.
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         A young man collars me after a reading. ‘I’d like to give you this’, he says, pressing a self-published pamphlet into my hand. ‘Thanks’ I say, stuffing it into my bag, and adding – as I always do – ‘I’ll read it on the train’. ‘It’s two quid’, he says. ‘That seems the right price point’, I reassure him, publisher to publisher.
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         The outrageously successful or rich are indeed in possession of ‘the secret’; but the secret is merely that, within the private confines of your own mind, there is no one but you to judge you. Shoot the co-pilot, and do what thou wilt truly is the whole of the law.
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         Her emails were discourteously long. Soon mine were discourteously short. This back-and-forth continued for some time, until I realised she thought us well matched.
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         All poets suffer from a rational fear of being understood.
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         God created us because he was lonely. Ironic, really; though I suppose he had no one to tell him that neediness is no one’s most attractive quality.
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         When we checked out at forty-five, we merely died. But now we are all thanatologists.
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         If ‘death is only a tragedy for the living’, a true saint would make himself so loathed that no one would mourn his passing.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         The failure to die at your appointed hour can only be mitigated by your silence. Alas, survival intoxicates us, and makes us garrulous.
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         One afternoon, several decades ago, I was playing badminton in a local sports hall. Following a ham-fisted and mistimed smash at the net, I sprained my ankle, and went down screaming in a kind of wheeling, one-legged Cossack dance. As I lay there poleaxed, I saw a hand reach down to help me to my feet. Through the curtain of my tears I made out the handsome, moustachioed face of Daley Thompson, then known as the world’s greatest living Olympian. I can recount a largely identical story where, after playing a hideously botched guitar solo, I looked up to meet the pity-filled eyes of Sir Peter Maxwell Davis. Both occasions required me to question my atheism as no other experience had before: if I were God, this is precisely how I’d amuse myself.
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         If all you want is a book that aligns with your opinion, write it. Even better, don’t.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         ‘Not reaching one’s full potential’ need be no disaster, speaking as a failed mass murderer.
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         Fifty. The siesta; the waning of all activity requiring a libido; the introduction of one’s prostate to the wider community; the joys of voluntarily sleeping alone; the increased awareness of how bad one’s compeers and coevals often smell; the abandonment of all attempts to curb one’s worst habits, following the realisation that self-improvement is most definitely not its own reward.
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         I write the things I am inclined not to say, and dream the things I am inclined not to do. I suspect those uninhibited by this protocol ‘make all the difference’, one way or the other.
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         It is often only the absence of dissent that alerts us to the presence of the most effective propaganda.
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         To think of oneself as a failure is to guarantee it. Others are terrified of infection, and they will swiftly quarantine you.
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         Sadder and more luminous even than those disembodied lines of Sappho’s that barely consist of a sigh, that tiny scrap of the ‘Trojan Iliad’ discovered by Calvert Watkins, those few words of Luwian – ‘when the man came down from steep Wilusa …’ Who wouldn’t die smiling, knowing any line of theirs would one day be read that way – dug from the blank earth, scratched on a blade of pottery, a fragment of the epic of the vanquished?
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         Those with no serious design on any readership beyond their own circle cannot understand modality, and always grant themselves the luxury of writing in a style that reflects the full range of their wit and intelligence. They will never understand that there are occasions where writing less well – or even badly – is the decent and correct thing to do.
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         All the more observant things I have learned about sex are too particular. By the time I am old, detached and unsexed enough to say them, they will merely disgust everyone. I suspect they will die with me, and I will not be the first.
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         The Irish boomerang: doesn’t come back, but sings you a song about how much it would like to. The Scottish boomerang: doesn’t come back either, but gives the impression that it has come back by writing Unionist op-eds for the Scottish broadsheets.
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         I wish Scots would stop complaining that the English are ruining the Highlands. Their tea is delicious and their rustic knitwear mostly excellent. Few Scots aspire to sell wholemeal muffins in Gairloch. Our exquisite revenge for Flodden was to convince the English that this is exactly what they wanted – to rise at five to milk the goats, while their infant children set out for school in the winter dark to learn the dying language of the Gael.
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         We remain most impressed with general advice, despite it being mostly impossible to take. It can never be summoned during those emergencies it claims to address. In this life, the golden rule has been far less use to me than ‘righty-tighty, lefty-loosey’.
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         Reading Paine on theology – ‘it is the study of nothing; it is founded on nothing; it rests on no principles; it proceeds by no authority; it has no data; it can demonstrate nothing; and it admits of no conclusion’ – I was dismayed at having missed my calling, until I remembered the poem.
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         He stole your idea? Jesus, just steal it back.
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         My student had to the wit to attempt a Marxist defence of his plagiarism: all intellectual property is theft. I explained that what he had stolen was not words, but the time someone else had taken to write them; time he had now added to the stock of his own leisure.
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         I recall walking out of The Cook, The Thief, The Wife & Her Lover at an arts cinema in Brighton less because of the film’s illiterate offence – sheer inertia has seen me through to the end of some of the worst movies of the age – than the company I was keeping. The liberal middle classes like to forget that, a mere twenty-five years ago, they found the sight of a woman being stabbed in the face with a fork just about the funniest thing they had ever seen, provided they could reassure themselves that the context was sufficiently ironised. They were a herd, no less good or bad than any other herd.
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         In the name of the ‘balanced account’ we now see the central weighed against the fringe, the informed against the ignorant, the scientific against the magical, the good against the evil. A reminder that we will be destroyed not by the absence of justice or democracy, but by their perversion.
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         The lie of why. Karma is merely reminding ourselves that nothing follows because it’s deserved or earned, or because it must punish or reward us … The Law does not take that level of interest in our fates. All follows simply because it follows, and ignorance is the mere denial of a universe whose governing principle is flow, however much we like to think of it as ‘consequence’.
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         Heroes last only as long as their arenas. What of those titans of discontinued sports – all the distance plungers, one-handed weightlifters, standing jumpers, and live pigeon shooters of yesteryear? What of Ray Ewry? And when we decide that war is a ludicrous recreation … Achilles himself will be incomprehensible, and then forgotten.
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         The stars used to mean the limit of our knowledge, for which our gratitude was infinite.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         In the delay between cause and effect we introduce the idea of fate, mainly through our impatience.
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         She saw through everyone, until they had all gone.
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         I dread ‘men and women of principle’. The clue is in the singular. Most damage is done through compromising the smaller decencies in the name of one great dumb belief.
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         I expect economics to be revealed one day as an occult science, i.e. one which creates the reality it then investigates.
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         ‘His survivors include his wife of 31 years.’ Strange this turn of phrase should apply only to the deceased; I know several women who would claim to have survived me.
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         People would understand their own zombification if they had a better understanding of what constitutes a word. Speech is lexicalised whenever we already know the meaning of a phrase. In the course of our reflexive twitter, longer and longer phrases are turned to stone; whole conversations are conducted in which not one word is consciously improvised, and are nothing but stock phrases sewn together in half-sleep.
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         Neomanagerialism: the present cult of all our institutions, where The Form has dispensed with the need for trust between agents. Form-filling busywork, they tell us, will make us free, and is an intrinsic moral good. Why? Because we are dictated to by middle management, and the powerful always valorise their own expertise: were we ruled by janitors, there would be hourly fire drills and I would be obliged to give lectures carrying a bucket of sawdust. Now, we do little but make preparations for a thousand imaginary legal and procedural challenges, none of which ever come to pass; but we are ready, always ready, with our paper trails, our feedback sheets, our detailed reports and testimonies, all generated at great professional inconvenience – and which no one, absolutely no one, ever reads. [See: The Fall of Rome.]
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         There are two kinds of true enemies: those we secretly love, as they remind us of ourselves; and those who body forth the monsters we would have become, had we not mastered ourselves. As for the others … We can sustain little real interest in them.
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         Again and again, he insults me in the press, in his academic papers, on his Twitter account, within direct earshot … Again and again, he expects me to behave with nothing but decorous courtesy when we meet face to face. And I always oblige him, leaving him tormented by the thought that he will never discover the form of my revenge.
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         A long interview with Borges at 80, conducted by a man who has deluded himself that he is the old man’s peer; he hogs the conversation with his own sesquipedalian prattle, and occasionally condescends to ask something which he thinks shows his biting insight. Borges, who had perfected his routine of exaggerated diplomacy decades before, answers his interlocutor with meticulous courtesy, respectfully consults his opinion, and reserves his polite demurral only for the more unforgivable of his idiocies. It took me a while to realise that, of course, Borges was conducting the interview, and just paying out the rope.
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         One must take writing seriously enough to sometimes stop, perhaps for good. Those who have never seriously considered the possibility are usually writers by choice, not birth.
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         That’s all very well, but were I actually to ‘live every day as if it were my last’, right now I’d be lying on the floor with my hands in my pants and my mouth open under a Mr Whippy machine, waiting for the police to show up and arrest me for the murder of Boris Johnson.
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         Poets: if it already has a name, stop bothering it.
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         Apart from anything else, not knowing the hour of one’s death is a disaster for sensible time management: I watch Netflix like an immortal.
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         Never trust the optimism of optimists.
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         My shrink’s refrain: ‘everyone is always doing their best’. Yes, I understand the broad principle. But what troubles me is that – if it’s true – that means everyone but me.
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         What passes for fine writing these days is mere fluency in cliché; what disguises the fact is a failure to grasp that cliché is a disease of degree. ‘Well done!’ our creative writing teachers say, ‘I have heard all these phrases somewhere before, and you have succeeded in presenting me with a plausible simulacrum of a piece of literature, free from the terrors of a single original phrase or idea which might provoke my actual engagement, or demand my actual attention.’ When everyone is a writer, ‘the high style’ must be redefined as something to which everyone feels they could reasonably aspire.
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         Poetry is always a struggle to read; therefore no one should have any interest in any poem which didn’t half kill its author.
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         The evening before the flight: the too-familiar hysterics, precisely as intense as last time … My miraculous survival of all my other airborne experiences providing me with nothing but a sense of my own dwindling luck. A present lived entirely in the future, and so perfectly focussed on one event that when the moment arrives, when one actually steps right-foot-first aboard the floating box – it feels as if ‘one’s time has come’, whatever that means, and that this the only time that has ever truly existed: I am always on the damn plane.
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         To win most arguments – establish that which your opponent regards as an intrinsic property. Invariably, it will not be.
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         Nothing can be without the real possibility that it cannot be; it must be existentially falsifiable. The formulation ‘but if there is nothing which cannot exist – then nothing itself can exist’ just makes the silly error of mistaking nothing for something, a reification perhaps necessary to appreciate anything.
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         I drink to forget about money.
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         Picabia: Les explications mystiques sont les plus superficielles. Always prefer even a bad material explanation than one predicated on fairies.
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         Poet: one who can sit down to write in the fullness of the dawn as if it was the stroke of midnight.
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         Agent: one who will immediately vouch for the brilliance of your new book without having read a word of it.
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         Publisher: despite their reputation, the only angels of literature; we are the unacknowledged mitigators of human shame.
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         Predictably, he named our great radical experimentalist as his favourite poet. His eyes glistened with love. What’s your favourite line of his? I asked. He could not recall one. OK, what’s your favourite poem of his? His work was too even in its brilliance to choose. This merit, it was clear, was why X was their favourite: his poetry was not disrupted by the merest whisper of a memorable effect, which would have destroyed the immaculate consistency of the whole. Our gods must be admired in toto.
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         I am not sure that your poem effortlessly surviving its translation pays it much of a compliment.
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         Wisdom is an act; stupidity is a condition.
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         I decided to bury the hatchet, and the back of his head seemed as good a place as any.
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         You are quite wrong to read into my disparagement of everyone else’s poetry any high opinion of my own. Worms have no king or kingdom.
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         I keep setting goals, when what I really want is the road towards them; I wish merely to be goal-orientated. I recall my grandfather’s bleak Calvinist advice: ‘always walk as if you’re going somewhere’. I guess.
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         A piece of accidentally sentient dirt, a saprophyte that shook off its root and stem and learned to forage.
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         If I really have to ‘learn how to love myself before I can learn how to love you’, then you can fuck off.
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         If you don’t want your entire oeuvre to be represented by your worst poem: don’t write it.
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         Selfwork in one’s fifties: forcing yourself to be hungry when you want to be sated, wake when you want to be asleep, mobile when you want to remain still, present when you would rather be absent.
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         When I used to call myself a ‘feminist’, I would absolve myself of any vigilance towards my own behaviour; I stopped, and started calling myself ‘a supporter of the feminist movement’. It was the same when I was a ‘person of faith’. Any soi-disanterie means crediting oneself with intrinsic qualities: one’s virtue or sin is a settled matter, and not something to be questioned, least of all by oneself.
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         Is it just me, or do other folk have no problem with the particle-wave function? I too am neither here nor there unless observed.
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         Understandably, no one ever comments on the pathos of the end of empires, since only another empire could possibly sympathise.
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         The ‘smartphone’, that clam of hell, that Claude glass of the age, that rear-view mirror that will one day be filled with the clear blue heavens as we stumble over the cliff-edge with the wind whistling in our ears.
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         The most noble reason to write a biography is to deter an autobiographer.
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         In middle age, I find it harder and harder to keep any company at all. The young say nothing you don’t already know; the old, nothing you want to hear; your coevals have nothing to say anyway, and like you are trapped between nostalgia and dread.
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         I once had a nuisance caller, but took to just setting down the phone so their bill could mount while I hoovered or cooked or listened to the radio. The better revenge is not just to cease to care what an enemy thinks of you – they must also know this, so that their anger turns inward.
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         No one laughs alone without their face unconsciously relaxing into a slightly sadder expression than it had worn before.
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         I know of no poet who survived either unexpected wealth, psychoanalysis or enlightenment.
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         Those empty weeks spent in some remote Highland fastness, pencils sharpened and ‘notebook’ open, before a window framing perfect scenery … All I did was stare into the middle distance and drink. And today, with the dregs of a migraine, crammed into a corner on a shitty commuter train to Basel, I get more decent work done in twenty minutes typing with one thumb into a phone than I did all last month, without feeling a flicker of inspiration at any point. Inspiration is our occasional and incidental reward for good work, whose source is really something far more mysterious and haphazard.
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         Contentment. Odd to aspire to a thing I have seen in its most refined form only in morons or late-stage dementia patients. Peace, rather; a nobler goal, given that it can only be wrought from discord.
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         Good style is removing every unnecessary word, bar one.
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         Our rare ‘bursts of inspiration’ have given spontaneity an undeservedly good name.
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         I have often been in the company of writers who, mid-conversation, will take their notebook from their jacket to jot something down. Only the torpor that invariably accompanies my contempt stopped me from strangling them on the spot.
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         I can be flattered into doing anything, however wicked, and cajoled out of my worst behaviour by an unflattering comparison. I am no one, and whoever discovers this owns me.
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         Those poets – I am one such – whose favourite words are ‘ruin’, ‘desolate’, ‘derelict’, ‘bedlam’, ‘nothing’, ‘shambles’, ‘dismantle’, ‘abandoned’, ‘lost’ … They are the worst Romantics, or the best, there being absolutely no difference. Failures even in failing, they are in love with the idea of their own fall, while avoiding the reality of it at all costs. (Genuine fallers are all ecstasy, or all screaming.)
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         I have spent far too much time wondering how the singularity felt just before it exploded. My current theory is ‘intolerably itchy’. All this, for want of a scratch.
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         Speak in public as if you were being simultaneously translated. 
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         In my mind, I am always on the point of being fired, or demoted to the lowest rank through some unforgivable administrative blunder, accidental indiscretion or obscure breach of protocol, always treating junior colleagues as if they were my senior – all long past the point this might have served to ‘keep me grounded’. But if I did not constantly make myself a omega male, I would have no rage, no grievance, no reason to pump myself up for … this?
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         Poetry is the corner language is finally backed into when surrounded by the wolves of reality. But sometimes it will conjure a real torch from thin air.
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         We forget – until perhaps our deathbeds – that words like ‘accomplishment’ and ‘achievement’ are merely metaphors, and that we incarnate, sum, and possess nothing.
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         ‘Liar’ and ‘lyre’ are more than homophones.
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         As my mother still tells me, the word ‘sorry’ will be on my gravestone. Indeed my love of apologies preceded my sins, and probably inspired most of them.
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         Death structures time as mass structures space: subtly, at a distance; but were you to stand on its cratered surface, you could not tell apart at the ticking and the chime.
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         The sight of a young couple in love fills me with joy and good wishes; a happily married young couple, the keen anticipation of their ruin.
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         For me to now marry would be like converting to Catholicism: I would have to do so for mystical reasons alone.
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         Last night I dreamt of the circus. All the clowns and lions and acrobats and little trained monkeys gathered round a puppy, which they then tore to pieces. The children were delighted, and crying with laughter.
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         I used to believe that ‘the goal’ was to see reality stripped of all human illusion; and I recall the afternoon I managed to do so, for maybe four or five minutes. To this day I am haunted by the chaotic hell I witnessed.
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         Thank God I can barely drink these days, and have never learned to touch-type. These are the only two things standing between me and the work of fiction.
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         Don’t mistake my despair for mere despair; it has purpose. From this well, I can see the stars at noon.
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         I wish I had committed a single positive act as powerfully alive and vivid in the memory as any one of my public humiliations.
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         Those delicious mornings when one wakes and has not yet remembered not to be evil, when one could start a cult before breakfast.
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         I remember to be present only when I forget my ‘goal’.
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         The presence of art is the absence of the beholder.
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         Most human relationships founder because people give what gives them pleasure to give, or give that which they themselves most value; but to give what is actually needed is often difficult, boring, costly, or apparently pointless. She wanted your time, not your love; he wanted your touch, not your encouragement; she wanted your support, not your advice; he needed your money, not your gift.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Thanks to us, the dog is only now half an animal. Mercifully, the other half is the best part of a human.
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         Gods lend the void a hierarchy.
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         First day of solo living after thirty years. I meet myself in the hall coming back from the kitchen, and to my dismay I see we now have no way of avoiding each other.
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         My recovery from the light takes longer and longer; I can see the time when I will require nothing less than the darkness between lifetimes.
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         Condemned to the perspective of the living, with their fixed POV and goddamned ‘internal life’.
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         Nothing wrong with material possession if it creates a spiritual enhancement. A new hi-fi system, an even bigger television … All these things might conceivably ‘enrich’ my enjoyment of, say, Mompou or Scorsese. But the trouble is there is nothing we want which we won’t find a way to admit into this category.
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         Now I was living alone again, I resolved that I would stop furnishing rooms in order to impress the important guests I neither invited nor desired. I would instead construct a home wholly to my own taste and habits. After briefly contemplating the installation of a TV in the bathroom, a trough in the kitchen and the conversion of the spare room into a masturbatorium, I decided to revert to my old strategy, since it was clearly the only thing keeping me from the dung-heap.
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         Drugs – or at least the cocktail of opiates and adrenaline suppressants that shape my day – have taught me something I would never have believed as a younger man: that one might escape actually dying, and instead reduce oneself to nothing by degrees.
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         Our idiocy in making love transitive, in thinking it a solution to anything.
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         I recall, from my twenties, an attic room, a skylight full of sky, and glossing her back with my tongue from brainstem to asshole and back again – and somewhere within that fluent circuit learning all I cared to take away from this life.
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         The last human would be like the last word: meaningless, and nothing without their dictionary of other souls.
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         I resolve to write a few lines every night, just after my 3am piss, since it’s then I’m most disembodied, i.e. least acquainted with myself. I soon give up. I forget to – or if I do remember, find myself immaculately indifferent to the whole project. I had mistakenly thought of my state as a detachment of the self, but at that hour I have no self at all. The self does not ‘sleep’: all the soul is is its own awakening. Nor does it ‘die’ when we sleep. We cease to identify with it; and therefore its existence becomes an academic matter.
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         When you say you love me, you think you’re paying me a compliment; I think you’re slandering yourself.
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         The universal enhancers: low light, alcohol, hats, the act of singing well, the face in orgasm, a sense of humour, intelligence, power, money … As for ‘the look of love’, that all depends.
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         Close but no cigar. Pace Shelley: weep not for the future, fear not for the past. Pace Berra: sometimes it’s over before it’s over. Pace Freud: sometime a penis really is just a penis.
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         Nothing worse than some fucker with a plan.
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         I have noticed that those who have known coma-time are very bad at getting back to you with any urgency, and seem to know something we don’t.
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         Blair thought his best defence his sincerity; a quality I never doubted – but how did the idea arise that wicked men must have wicked intentions?
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         The aphorism, like the feedback questionnaire, is also a form of anonymous response. So, for the record, dear students – you, young sir, who feels my marking disgracefully harsh, or you, miss, who thinks I should self-censor (given as I am to ‘irrelevant and extreme left-wing outbursts every two minutes’): I have altered my behaviour not a jot in the light of your comments, and indeed am resolved to redouble my efforts in future. And just as you would the authorship of your remarks, I will deny the sincerity of mine, if challenged by my employers.
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         I simplify people to their outward form, to their ‘dealings’, the way I simplify countries to their coasts and borders. And just so, I hope they gain little sense of my own redneck flyover states, the goat-centric, feudal villages of my central Turkey …
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         We should never forget that writing has its origins in the issuing of receipts, and the recording of debt. Every word is also a secret reckoning.
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         Anyone whose students ‘teach him as much as he teaches them’ should lose half his salary.
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         I can tell from my dog that pain came before anguish, which is to say anguish is a hobby of mine.
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         I travel frequently, and treat silence as a kind of pop-up temple: I wear two pairs of noise-cancelling headphones, one on top of the other. I have experimented with the simultaneous closing down of other senses too, with blindfolds, and with drugs which render me insensate. But in the end, the internal racket increases: the whispering needle of my tinnitus, the lorry-traffic of the blood, the removal men of the heart, the random fireworks of my retinal phosphenes, the wretched experimental European cinema of my unconscious … It all serves merely to isolate the great dark auditorium of the body, where one can focus on every twinge and twang, buzz and ache it can produce. There are no real retreats but death and distraction.
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         ‘Only God can be an atheist’? Only a god without an ego, which seems, frankly, a stretch.
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         Nothing infuriates us more than the inability to find fault with someone we loathe. Bad matches with assholes tend to last far longer than bad matches with saints.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         ‘But it’s really important to show the process’, the film-maker whined, turning the camera to the mirror once again. Indeed he broke the fourth wall so often one suspected it of having ruined his childhood.
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         I suspect my ability to find all women in some way attractive is a form of misogyny, but I still await a convincing explanation as to why.
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         Anti-theism is more honourable than mere atheism: that you find gods abhorrent is a moral position.
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         My only explanation as to why I failed to offer a word of comfort to my dying friend was that I needed at that time to think as little of myself as possible, and she presented me with a golden opportunity.
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         Disaster bears down upon us like a roaring juggernaut, and yet we insist on reading omens in the water and the wind, and require that the birds give us their little signs.
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         A significant component of beauty is its absolute indifference towards me.
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         For a non-poet to make a poetic translation is like a non-driver climbing into the cockpit of a plane in the hope their luck will somehow improve.
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         Death makes us metronomes.
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         Sometimes, yes, poetry is ‘lost in translation’; more often it seems to have been kidnapped from the street, flown to a black site and then tortured into silence or derangement. The default mode of all non-anglophone poets surely cannot be a straight choice between banality and surrealism.
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         He wrote to me at my work address, specifically to tell me he found my book deplorable. Seventy-three, playing the bongos and the recorder with a free jazz ensemble, firing out incomprehensible haiku in numbered letterpress runs of forty, his anger and offence undiminished and apparently inexhaustible … I am as in love with the avant-garde as I was at fifteen. To liberate oneself from the audience!
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         Most jazz musicians suffer from instrument envy, and this fuels a great deal of technical innovation; likewise poets with languages not their own.
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         The male artist becomes not his father but his mentor. I was mistaken for him the other day: bald, white-bearded, round-shouldered, rather deliberately ‘cutting a miserable figure’ as I bought a tin of old-man soup. I might have chosen more carefully at the time, but he, it transpired, was the shape of my ambition.
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         Reputation, I have calculated, travels at the rate of fifty miles a year, and I am now represented in American anthologies by my juvenilia.
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         Satan converses in the language of publisher’s blurbs, and I speak as his amanuensis.
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         Many years ago, an encounter with an older, wiser writer: we were drunk at a tequila party and both clearly contemplating the practicalities and consequences of a fuck in the toilets. I managed to hold her gaze for far longer than I might have dared sober. ‘Christ’, she said. ‘You really do believe the eyes are the windows to the soul.’ Never had youth been so aware of its own callowness.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         A poet reveals his sources even more reluctantly than a journalist, but only because they would instantly discredit him.
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         Lied to constantly throughout her childhood about the actual hell of her daily existence, she had worked thereafter to free herself of all illusion, and with total success. Illusion was then reasonably denied to all those whom she loved: no motive was allowed to go unexamined, no generous act allowed to stand without a comment on its hidden venality or self-interes…. The world became exactly as intolerable as it really is. I understand and admire the caustic purity of her vision. My childhood, however, was a bliss; therefore as an adult I do not share her need for reality.
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         Sometimes I understand that this world is a simulacrum, like those sparkling little Canadian tourist towns that appear to have been delivered flat-pack, half an hour before your arrival. Not a stage-set; just a fake, a flimsy premise, a show house, a conceit in which no one can really be at home.
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         Should God be inclined to make himself known to me, he should be made very welcome; but I have better things to do than play ‘hunt the omnipresent’.
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         The evil act is just a miracle in reverse; both are ‘inexplicable’ only through our refusal to seek an explanation.
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         Through my decent ecclesiastical connections I had secured a good seat in the corner of the choir at evensong. I had risen very early that morning and forgone my 3p.m. shut-eye, and was a little woozy. As evensongs go, it was pleasant enough, though it did little to command my wakeful attention. The visiting Dutch choir was decent but unexceptional, the lesson some absurd passage of Old Testament bingo – the Lord this, Jerusalem that, begat this, smite that. I then remembered something I’d done recently, involving a scorecard, an injured fox and a rushed escape from a building under siege, the whole episode a little pointless in its direction, and with more than the hint of the nonsensical about it … Though I could not for the life of me remember how the story had ended. Then one after another – ten, twelve, fifteen such memories ran to the front of my mind; they were so strange that I assumed they must be fragments of all the forgotten dreams I’d had over the last couple of months. They came in a rush, like those revolving-door moments of déjà vu, unravelling the solidity of the present (I assume it was a panic attack of some kind; I was falling in love at the time). And at the thought of my mind brimming, spilling, then constantly refilling with this garbage of its own creation … I prayed there and then for it to be immediately flushed out. Heaven is the oubliette of the eternal now.
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         When I experience those moments of the eternal, I re-enter my childhood: that infinity of distinct yet wholly inarticulable states, which the acquisition of speech and concept cut to a miserable fraction. But I could once see a million colours.
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         Bad news demands a straight delivery in proportion to its severity. ‘I’m fine, thank you – now you said you had some news about my entire family?’
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         When at 16 I renounced my faith and absolved myself of sin, I saw quickly that I could also absolve myself of a redeemer – and for the first time, actually felt Christ’s sorrow, albeit only for the hollowness of his own sacrifice.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Everything passes, and consciousness is its only impediment.
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         She looked radiant, and when I asked her her secret, she told me it was because she could not sleep. It had the odd effect of making her eyes brighter, her skin lucent and taut, and conferred upon her an uncannily wired and attentive aura. ‘But I can’t sleep!’ I yelled, pointing with some justified indignation to my own face. ‘Yes,’ she snapped, ‘but for different reasons.’
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         My fear of fucking up has no effect whatsoever on my ability to fuck up; on the contrary, it means I spend my time in meticulous rehearsal.
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         A good bishop I know had just conducted a huge crowd in a city square in a minute’s silence; in relating this fact he could not keep the glint of despotic ecstasy from his eyes.
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         Vanities. I receive a request from a festival for a publicity photo, and send the same one I have used for ten years, taken during the week I was going to the gym. When I arrive, the festival director looks down at the picture in the brochure, then looks at me, and asks in a grave and solicitous whisper Have you been very ill? Drunk on the plane coming home, I proudly show the stranger next to me a picture of my children. She looks at the photo, then looks at me, and says: their mother must be very beautiful.
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         I have no patience with the unpunctual. Time is the only real thing I own.
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         She discovered her true genre was the deathbed speech, and was thereafter in no hurry to leave us.
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         Only the shamelessly ambitious can deal with success with any grace. If you want to see a saint spoil, curdle, rot from within – give them a prize for ‘best saint’.
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