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 . . . It always strikes me intensely when I think how entirely my profession depends on a gift which might be withdrawn from me at any moment. I think of that very often, again and again, and generally how everything can be withdrawn from one & one doesn’t even know what one has & only then becomes aware of the most essential when one suddenly loses it.


One doesn’t notice it precisely because it is so essential, therefore so ordinary. Just as one doesn’t notice one’s breathing until one has bronchitis & sees that what one considered self-evident is not so self-evident after all. And there are many more kinds of mental bronchitis.


Often I feel that there is something in me like a lump which, were it to melt, would let me cry or I would then find the right words (or perhaps even a melody). But that something (is it my heart?) in my case feels like leather & cannot melt. Or is it that I am too much of a coward to let the temperature rise sufficiently?


from Wittgenstein Correspondence: Public and Private Occasions









New Poems









Cobra Mist2





Why did Cobra Mist never work as it should


and why were its defects so difficult to cure?


Some say it was jammed by the radio hams


filling the sky with their endless clutter;


and while they blamed the Russian Woodpeckers,


we put it down to the Rendlesham UFO


and others speculated in the gaps.


The sea is a great amplifier.


Grummans, Glosters, Boltons, Brewsters:


all flew here and dropped their bombs


and even the bombs had names –


Blue Peacock, Blue Streak, Blue Danube,


Yellow Sun, Brown Bunny, Red Beard, Violet Club


and were subject to stress and strain like us.












Rimbaud’s Ovaries – A Mondegreen for Our Times3



For Jon Sayers




Birds move abroad. Sad armies raid armoires.


Suave Eros daubs a morbid vase, admires ordure,


bids a rose adieu.


Murder sires murder, buries Aubade’s muse.


A dossier – massive, abrasive, biased –


arrives. Boum.


Odium’s rude brass marauds our ears.


Bravado rams demur aside. Idioms


embarrass us.


A rabid virus devours a biomass


as Ovid’s rubied rivieras void bruised bodies


overboard. Ossaria brim.












Lines Composed on a Carved Pew4



For May Cornet




21st of August 1644 was a hot day and ‘Basher’


Dowsing, Cromwell’s chief iconoclast, beheld,


as I do now, the cover of the Willoughbys’


baptismal font, pinnacles, crockets, finials,


rising to the rafters like a Pope’s triple crown


topped with a gilded pelican plucking


at her breast for blood to feed her young –


and with Trimley, Brightwell and Levington


smashed earlier that day, he told his men


to spare it from the axe.


Behold then this carving of a woman,


hands folded in prayer over a swollen belly,


tilted a little back for balance, kneeling


in her worldliness of linenfold,


butterfly coif and wide-spanned collar


flattering her fineness among the dogs,


grotesques and bearded woodwoses.


What was she praying for? A safe birth,


a boy that has his father’s eyes


and lives? Her own sweet neck?












Sidney On the Street of Knives5



After ‘In the Street of Knives’ by W. S Graham




You, like Hephaestus, fallen and unmothered,


woke from Hope Street, Greenock to an olive grove.


He made swords and jewels for the Gods;


you took a notebook to see how words behaved.


No bare-breasted mannequins or leaping acrobats,


nor mythic beast, part-hippopotamus, part-lion –


instead three blacksmiths, Elias, Nikos and a boy


at work in a dark shop, forging scrap and iron


into the fabled knives of Crete. No street ever sounded


as italicized as yours. How you enunciate the word


– kn-i-i-i-ves – with rapture unlike any I have heard.


Steel was sparking on the carborundum wheel, setting


an edge along the tempered blade. Dionysus claimed


you for his own and on his breast your head was laid.












After The Pillowman by Paula Rego


For Catherine Lampert




Forty years after his death, her memories of Estoril still fresh,


the Casino with its odd collection of princes in exile,


Nazis etc., his lost hopes for the end of the dictatorship,


his deep understanding of her, his depression,


the beautiful rust-orange cloth with the stuffed black tights,


the feelings between daughter and father


overtaking those between husband and wife,


his chair on the left, the girl in the central panel,


his bloated limbs and spidery black hand


She wanted to make things better for her father


in honour of the remnants of his will.


In honour of the remnants of his will,


she wanted to make things better for her father,


his bloated limbs and spidery black hand,


his chair on the left, the girl in the central panel,


the feelings between daughter and father


overtaking those between husband and wife,


the beautiful rust-orange cloth with the stuffed black tights,


his deep understanding of her, his depression,


Nazis etc., his lost hopes for the end of the dictatorship,


the Casino with its odd collection of princes in exile,


forty years after his death, her memories of Estoril still fresh.












Sappho’s Ode to Aphrodite




Great Aphrodite in a sequinned gown,


daughter of a God, weaver of spells, spare my heart,


my tender heart from grief,


O Lady.


Remember when I left a message


on your voicemail and, hearing me calling you,


you left your father’s golden palace,


drove through the night


at the wheel of your Bugatti? Come now.


A flock of sparrows swooped low over the darkened city,


wings beating in time to the music of the spheres,


and landed at my door.


And then you, my most adored, smiled


your inimitable smile and asked me why I suffered so


and why I’m suffering now and why I called


and why I’m calling now


and what my mad heart most longs for, saying:


You see that one over by the bar? You know she likes you.


What are you waiting for to make your move? Has someone


been bad-mouthing you?


If she leaves, she’ll be back before you know it.


There’s no need to buy her stuff. She’ll do the giving


and if at first she’s playing hard to get, she’ll love you


even against her better judgement.


So come to me now, release me from the ache


of missing you; and all that my heart most longs to do,


do now. Be my brave companion


now and evermore.












Immortality for Jewish Girls




I used to think I was good at drink,


pub life and the swinging door,


waving a tenner with a meaningful look,


versatile, opinionated, gregarious,


always with a funny story


and an unexpected


request for Angostura Bitters in my Pinot Grigio.


In these latter days,


as the sky darkens at four


and the wind blows the wet leaves


airborne,


the promise of alcohol


dews my lip


and I look back on


The Rosendale,


The Bedford,


The Samuel Beckett and The Shakespeare,


The Blue Posts,


The Old Ship’s double entrance and The Auld Shillelagh’s tiny bar,


The Sun where we foregathered and The Blacksmith’s Head


where we got married,


The Cock Tavern,


The Wheatsheaf


and The Coach and Horses


with its Richard Harris look-a-likes –


I’m still telling you the same


old story.












The Aphorism,




when first discovered is like meeting someone you’ve met before but whose name you have forgotten


stimulates the part of the brain known as the amygdala


coils itself twice around your neck and lets go just before it asphyxiates you


inflicts the sharp but short-lived pain that a piece of Lego deals you when stepped on in the night


appears to favour depth above breadth


creates the impression of a language practised among elite societies


creaks like a ring-pull on a can of coke


would choose plimsolls if it could choose shoes


recalls the sensation felt when holding the miniature of a long-dead person in your hand


has a low-pitched centre of gravity even at its most shallow


can be felt as addictive, yet cloys when read in a sequence


can be flicked across a dining room like a pellet of bread


endows you with a pair of artificial wings


affords more pleasure read than spoken


won’t bend to any purpose but its own


can serve


when enough is enough
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