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Soundpost


for the Con Tempo String Quartet









‘Its tone came from the soundpost –


it was made from a bird’s bone.’


A musician tells of his friend’s fiddle,


the one on which so many


well-shaped tunes


had been turned and played.







In French it is called l’âme,


the instrument’s soul;


in Cremona, when the master-luthier


brought a supply of slow-growing timber


down from the high Alps,


to shape around his moulds,


it was called l’anima –







a round peg of wood,


positioned carefully inside the instrument,


almost under the bridge,


to hold apart belly and back,


to gather every vibration of the strings,


every lift and fall of the bower’s wrist,


to carry all that is in us of flight,


through the woods of the instrument.




























Reed-Making


for Cormac







Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature, but he is a thinking reed.


                                               Blaise Pascal









A strip of cane is whittled, gouged thin,


cut in two;


its concave sides are held together;


tapered ends bound, with waxed thread,


to a brass funnel,


then fitted into a chanter.







If one turns out well


and is played in


by a fine musician,


the lips of the reed


will come to vibrate in sympathy,


and all things will flow through them –


joy, grief, despair, and again, joy –


stories told in secret to a tree;


told to a reed;


carried back on a channel of air


into life’s bright rooms.







What generates music?


Gouged, bound wood,


or wind, or breath,


playing on a tension between


what is bound and what is free –


a child blows on a grass blade held between two thumbs,


wind blows across the holes in a hollow steel gate,


and blood leaps in response –


a hare alerted in tall grass.






























Driving back over the Blue Ridge,









you say that the leaves are late in turning.


Halfway up the wooded hill to our right


the sun has decanted itself


into a single maple tree.







There are days like that


which sing orange and red


in the forest of our ordinary green.







These are the days we hang our souls upon


as, high above them, the sun withdraws.




























Openings









In my chest


a rusted metal door


is creaking open,


the door of a decompression chamber


cranked up on barnacled chains.







The rush of air hurts and hurts


as larks fly


in and out,


in and out


between my bended ribs.






























Still Life









Much though we love best


those intersections of time and space


where we are love’s playthings,


a sweet anonymity of flesh –


life’s blessèd rhythm


loving itself through us,


two human bodies tuned


to the whirring stars –







this is almost nothing


without the small, quotidian gifts,


habitual caresses which hinder fears,


the grace of small services rendered –


two bowls of blueberries and yoghurt,


two cups of coffee,


two spoons,


laid out on a wooden table


in October sunlight.






























All this green day









the sun has come down the valley and


turned the house-slates silver;


rain and hail have come down the valley;


small trees have curved down to the river


and the poplars have stood tall


and only a little bare at the top.
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