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  The Red-Funnelled Boat




  Comrades, since it’s evident




  that the voices teasing us at nightfall




  with their inklings of another island




  where Jerusalem might be builded,




  are at best of shady origin,




  and more likely beg the question




  of the demon in the synapse,




  let’s go line up at the jetty




  for the red-funnelled boat to take us




  by black-watered sea-lochs




  to its approximate asylum




  – aliéné, égalité, fraternité




  inscribed on the gateposts




  and the inside of the inmates’ foreheads –




  where we might hope to be permitted,




  under the benevolent dictatorship




  of the monthly needle,




  to establish our republic




  of tweeds and decorum:




  one last collective indulgence




  in the dreams of the mind politic.




  Between the ashlar ward-blocks




  and the rusticated boundary,




  the light will be democratic




  on the backs of garden details




  and the chronically second-sighted,




  the electrodes reserved only




  for those weeping over their Isaiah.




  Tell those who come after




  how we boarded in one body,




  feeling, but not flinching at




  the bow’s one long incision




  down the firth’s dark mirror:




  the red stump of its funnel lifted




  as high as it was ploughing under.




  
 





  Figures Beneath the Tree of Healing




  (An allegory)




  However long those seeds, those ash-keys or whatever,




  have been twisting down the shadows beneath the lowest




  branches,




  these chiaroscuro veterans have neither brushed them from their




  jackets




  nor mentioned how they gather like a dandruff on their




  shoulders;




  how they drop into the beakers of what must be small beer




  for all they hint at rum and could be whispering of laudanum.




  The brims of their hats have grown improbably wide; their




  faces,




  apart from one white shock of eye, have lost themselves, or




  tried to,




  in scarfs and frozen postures. Meanwhile the lightning goes




  unnoticed,




  scratching its bright signature above that sleeping town there




  we’ll assume is dreaming deluge, regicides and so on;




  though apparently the waterways have quietly frozen over,




  the apprentices tarred-and-feathered this year’s would-be-




  dominies




  (or whatever is the custom); and later at the guildhall




  the burghers and the mercenaries will have signed another




  contract




  florid with allusions to the coming peaceful decade.




  The millennium as far off or immanent as ever,




  why now they turn a shoulder on the shell of night behind




  them?




  – what we need here is a label.










  What we need here is a label




  that would tell us, being simple, the agony and the obvious:




  how the big-arsed friar doubles the bishop of wherever




  and the gibbeted skin-and-ribcage is the image of the chancellor;




  how the artist is that inn-keeper and his mistress is the prostitute




  lounging at the church door (meaning something in particular);




  dates, precursors, studio; the tell-tales and trade secrets




  that the knowing go on knowing in apartments over galleries




  with their walls of minor masters, the anglepoise-illumined




  manuscripts and monograms within its midnight circle,




  where accents grown improbable as the bow-tie and the




  waistcoat




  own wisdom’s every syllable.




  Or how can we endure




  that rider on the highway; there, exchanging horses




  at the inn beside the windmill, the stable-cobbles steaming;




  that wave, top left, encroaching on the dyke the moon is edging;




  those herds or flocks or people strung across the pastures




  or the marshes, or the outside shadow might prefigure?






  Let five o’clock deliver the parquet from its echoes,




  and the blinds across the rooflights be drawn back to uncover




  a night sky overarching these essays in night-colours:




  the seeds will go on falling without falling any lower;




  the faces stare, or not stare, at the absent viewer;




  and whether everything is ending or nothing much is




  happening,




  the dust day redistributes relaxes into tenure.
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