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Epigraph

How small, of all that human hearts endure,
 That part which laws or kings can cause or cure.
 
 —Samuel Johnson (lines contributed to
 Oliver Goldsmith’s poem, The Traveller)





Numbers and Shadows, 2022

Again.
 Again, again, again, again
 They disappear like grains of sand,
 They fall like rain.
 ··
 Dark and dirty, another baleful rain
 Pours from another blackened soul,
 Pus-fat in self-regard and craving
 Cruelty like a junky’s poison needle.
 Red it falls and deathly on the rich, black earth,
 Drowning it again in blood of innocents
 Shed in the anaesthetic sham of greatness
 And the blinding gut-rot swill of victimhood,
 In this generation, as before,
 And before
 And before.
 ··
 Numbers cannot toll the lives, the loss,
 Even if the count were truly kept.
 Numbers cannot restore the pulses,
 The heartbeats, the stolen being
 Of 14 million or 1,400 or 14 swept
 Into the frenzy of annihilation.
 But no one is really counting.
 Like the souls they have no power to show,
 The numbers, too, are shot and buried
 In their shallow graves, below
 The barest cover of the thinnest shrug
 Of mocking lies in pits with shoddy effort dug.
 ··
 The special military operation,
 Nothing more, nothing less is it
 Than a warrant for murder and conquest
 Writ in empty words of shit.
 But there is nothing special
 In a gangster going for genocide
 If he rises so high and lives so long,
 That nothing true or human will reach him.
 ··
 Bang, bang, bang, Big Bang.
 An infinity of suffering
 From a nullity of feeling
 In one man, bunkered
 By his cult of fear and baubles,
 Degrading those who will obey,
 Hoping mass murder will not ruin their day,
 Hoping they can merely look away.
 But when the murder-fury is consumed by its decay,
 All ranks of the deluded are together swept away.
 ··
 The quieter corners of humanity’s Hell
 Are not so distant from Ukraine.
 We live in the shadow of what has been,
 We live with the shadow of what can be,
 And the shame of what should never be,
 And yet may be again.
 Again, again, again, again.
 ··
 Shadow of the shadow of the shadow,
 Burning, returning,
 Recalled by never learning
 That the empty boasts of greatness-lust
 Will only grate you down to finest dust,
 A speck of lampblack in a dead, dark night
 Of countless ashen grains that burned
 And gave no light.





What They Knew, 1922

O the waste, what a waste,
 What a bleak, blasted waste
 Of the land, of the language,
 Of the culture, the chaste,
 Of a world of old marble
 Turned to young rubble,
 Classics to garble,
 Beliefs shake and wobble,
 All patched up in paste.
 ··
 Old Tom saw this plainly,
 He saw it right through
 And exposed it arcanely
 In the last year twenty-two.
 ··
 His wasteland was littered
 With fragments of Greek;
 Generations of students
 Didn’t know, didn’t seek
 Any sort of translation
 Of these gems of the ages,
 Skipped over the squiggles,
 Left them locked up in cages,
 Didn’t know that indifference
 Had claimed so many phrases,
 Unread and entombed
 On pristine, uncut pages.
 The same was the fate
 Of his snips of Sanskrit.
 Hard to feel deep loss
 Of what they didn’t get.
 ··
 The pub girls, the demobbed,
 The rude and the lewd,
 The toothless, the harlot,
 The rough and street-shrewd,
 All swept like blown litter
 Through his dark, fallen city,
 Gave voice to the void,
 Made his cast for destroyed,
 Undone places and faces,
 Drained of compass and pity,
 Cratered and mired
 Like Verdun and the Somme;
 Yet who laid this waste?
 Weren’t they more like Old Tom?
 ··
 The Lils and the Sweeneys,
 They didn’t unmake it,
 They never were in it;
 They didn’t forsake it.
 It took those who believed it
 To end and earthquake it.
 Those who knew classics,
 Those who read Greek,
 Schooled in diplomacy,
 Diction, history, to speak
 With conviction, persuasion,
 Wit and deep thought,
 Those who knew better—until they did not.
 ··
 And now we’ve come through
 To the next twenty-two,
 And what a deal of new ruin
 Old ruins accrue
 If those who know better
 Forsake what they knew.
 ··
 Then what a waste,
 What a bleak, blasted waste,
 Where the menders?
 The healers?
 The poets?
 The paste?
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