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Introduction: Songs of Stone


Iain Banks the literary novelist and Iain M. Banks the science-fiction writer are too well known to need introduction, but Iain Banks the poet has hitherto been almost undetected. A single poem, ‘041’, published in a poetry magazine; two poems (‘“Slight Mechanical Destruction”’ and ‘Zakalwe’s Song’) book-ending Use of Weapons; some lines from ‘Feu de Joie’ (which he excluded from this collection) embedded in The Crow Road (and with much more of its content saturating A Song of Stone) have been his only publications. But he took his poetry seriously and worked on it carefully, though he shared the results (about which he had no false modesty) mainly with friends.


As can be seen from the dates, Iain started writing poetry almost as soon as he arrived in high school, and continued until 1981. Why he stopped I can only speculate. The manuscript – handwritten, contents-listed, page-numbered – of the collection, characteristically titled poems where the heart is, from which he selected (and sometimes slightly but significantly revised) the poems here, has something of a sense of completion.


Readers of Banks’s prose will find in these poems many aspects of his writing with which they’re already familiar: a humane and materialist sensibility, an unflinching stare at the damage people can do to each other, a warm appreciation of the joy they can give to each other, a revel in language, a geologically informed gaze on land and sea, a continued meditation on what it means for us to be mortal embodied minds with a fleeting but consequent existence between abysses of deep time.


I too started writing poems in high school, and I’ve continued to write them, on and off, since. Only ‘Faith as a Grain of Poppy Seed’ has been published in a poetry magazine; others have appeared in publications of various science-fiction communities and conventions, and one, ‘Erosion’, was included in the text of my novel Intrusion.


Some time in 2012, well before he had any inkling of his illness, Iain said to me that he wanted to see his poems and mine published, preferably together. I demurred; he insisted, and I agreed. He had the risible notion that my poems would provide his with some kind of covering fire. I think the truth is quite the reverse, but in defence of my works’ inclusion I can say that – because over the years we read and discussed each other’s poems – there is an element of dialogue and evidence of mutual influence.


He continued to work on this project during his illness. A few final revisions to a handful of poems were only found after Iain’s death, and I’ve incorporated them here. For finding the final corrections and the original manuscripts, and for much else, I thank Adele.


Ken MacLeod,


2014
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Damage



The rags burn, a small pile on the dirty slope of beach


Ignored behind the buildings. Waves


Jerk them, sizzling.


Floating sinking, floating sinking


Out.


I


Bless the wind of no direction, that charms the flesh


From the blackened bone, that teases the leaf


From the ravaged tree, that demands the


Child from the mother’s lap, that parts the two then


Parts the one then parts the parts as if it were


Dissatisfied.


Or on spat pavements, sticky gutters, fouled streets


Find your god. Who watches where the rust snakes


Climb the green-stained stones to fasten and suck.


Cracked.


Yellow.


The hand that …


Or the girl perhaps, walking like an interruption


To the morning’s chill mundanity, passing the beggar


Selling matches on the road to the station


And remembering … a sourness from the vine, swallowed


In the dark. The rat,


Twitching on the boards,


Frothing red round its lips.


… The snow melts beneath her feet.


‘This is an old house, but—’


This is an old house, and being shown round


Try not to see the boards dead feet have scraped,


Or the crumbling enamel under stained windows


Pinioned under the sun, peering at the stagnant sand,


Wallowing in the sight of the sea,


Steeped, in the child’s tears, burning. There were.


‘There were even bullet holes in the wall. From the war.’


And the hand that.


Bless death, that crime, which is its own punishment,


And on the battlefield let there be war,


For as the pearl is the daughter of the oyster’s torment,


As the mink must die to save its skin


And as the infant enters, disengaging, through a maw of pain,


So must death be … cajoled, to play a proper part.


Before he leaves, he cuts the stray dark lock,


Then lays down the scissors, lifts the map, and with the


Keys, and having checked everything, leaves.


– He remembers night, sleep, the bed, their shared comas,


A certain source of fondness in the night.


(She saw, no, expected, a dawn from every light.


Such was her fault)


And the hand that cupped the breast, strikes the child.


II


In the basement, the fire burns, a contained combustion,


Fury in iron, clothed in rust, self-consuming mixer.


Sweet fire sour fire, flames not tongues nor hands nor face


But flames alone.


They accepted what she gave, insinuating within the bundle


Of sheets an undemanding rage,


Expiating


A white, committed sin.


While the walls did not echo to the things she did not say.


Mme Mercure is on the train now, worming its way


By predetermined ways, flowing from snow to slush, land cold


Under a low sun. She reads a magazine.


She has a plastic cup of coffee, and,


Annoyed by a recalcitrant lash,


Plucks out the blonde offender


With tweezers.


Once she saw his thumb turn down, then turning up, pressed


Forward, and against the window, crushed a fly.


The man that …


So are the dead heaped in piles of one,


Spattered like the bull’s blood spattered, falling


Under the broken sun, broken as the chicken’s neck, jerked


Powerless as the child under the tank;


Just a hunk of meat with a brain, with time to choose


To laugh once


Or cry once


But not both.


– See us seduced by fire and water,


And sweet Enola’s kiss.


The bird flies, glittering blue in an azure sky.


The bird flies, for ever, over the drowned planet.


The bird flies, blue feathers over endless cobalt waves.


And gives no clue on which blue sign


There rests the hint, the accusation


Of the fire that burns,


At the core.


Ferris at the level crossing, stopped in the middle


Of a long journey, watching pale streaks of faces


Flame briefly in the gloom of the passing train,


Puts on gloves.


It is growing colder, slush on roads,


And he has learned too-cold metal burns just as well.


He recalls that she demanded ‘Why am I?’


And would not take her echo as an answer.


… He feels … like an old pop star,


Tossing and turning in the darkness of a cheap hotel,


Kept awake by his past hit, played too loudly in the room above.


A man who did not believe in death.


The ground floor, where he drew the curtains,


Vertical sea staring on to horizontal,


Where, face deepened by the light, he bent to snuff the old lamps.


And the old brass bed they bought together;


There were marks on the wall. From hauling it upstairs.


The kitchen has a vast ancient coal range. Kept on


For show.


Once, when a pan with oil in it went up in flames,


She had to stop him; he wanted to put water on it.


Life or death, scissors and forceps,


Gleaming in the front-street light,


A double operation … or conciseness in a scrape.


(She marked it in her English diary.


‘Tue’ said the day, abbreviated.)


Death. Rhetorical answer to the preceding question,


Relying only on itself, depending only on itself.


Or perhaps not so,


Perhaps the stone knows better,


And all that dies was born to live.


Here lies, says the stone, a man who did not believe in death.


III


Esther Mercure, gathering up her things as the train slows,


Gazes for a moment at a small piece of skin, coming


Away from the flesh at the side of her thumb-nail,


And feels her body, fraying at the edges.


‘There was no child. There was never any child.’


– She stands before the house, remembering glittering symbols.


The dead man cries: Dancing, dancing, see us dancing


Sing a song and set us dancing


Turn your head and leave us kissing


What the birds of prey refused


Sell the Sarajevo ticket darling


Catch a bullet, what’s the use? (‘follow me, follow me’)


And if you have to ask …


Ah, the bedroom; scene of, cause of, stage.


Where she cried alone, used cans of spray


Burning walls and windows, furniture and floor


Black with dripping paint.


And heaved the bed out crashing down the stairs,


While the room behind her echoed
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