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Notes on Fire-tumbles




i


Fire-tumbles roll inward


from a desert’s edge.


At first they appear as


cart-wheeling spinifex,


later, flame beyond sight


takes hold, enthralled.




ii


It has been said


their substance is


 of lost forest —


breath of dried air


unable to take hold.


Consumed, moved in wind.


Sand.




iii


Back through shadow


they stretch sunset


to unimaginable limits:


enveloped sky,


cinnabar of abyss.




iv




Eyes harden and fall.


Fire-tumbles, seen in


vision, last an instant.


In desert the light


of fission lingers.




v


Fire-tumbles are not poetry,


nor even a substitute for poetry.


They are things wild


whose wanderings


are without motive.











Finches




SALT PADDOCKS


Down below the dam


there is nothing but salt,


a slow encroachment.


Fighting back, my cousins


have surrounded it


with a ring of trees.


At its centre


lives a colony of finches,


buried in tamarisks.











FINCH COLONY


The leaves, like wire, are so tangled


we dare not venture too far into their heart


where flashes of song and dull colour


betray a whole family of finches.


We hold our breath


and become statues.


Is this fear of disturbing their peace


or of a delicate raid from unknown spaces.











FINCH FLIGHT


To join the finch


in his tenuous kingdom


amongst tamarisks,


the hot snow of salt


You must gather


trajectory and direction,


sharp summer flights


Exile yourself


from the wind’s hand.











FINCH DEATH


The dead finch lies on salt,


tight-winged and stretched.


The others shimmer


loosely in heat


the salt’s white mystery


coveting tin cans, skull of sheep.


Slowly, death rides this hot glacier


further and further away.







Links




‘Every separation is a link . . .’


– Simone Weil








i.




There are days when the world


buckles under the sun, trees blacken


to thin wisps, spinifex fires,


and white cockatoos, strangled


in telegraph wire, hang


dry and upside down.







ii.




I think only of thirst.


The drifting sand does not


lend itself to description,


the sketchy border trees


offer little protection


from the sun as we negotiate


the edge and fine line


between sand and vegetation.







iii.




I have always lived by the sea,


or travelling underground, have always


been concerned with water — the flooding


of mines, rain in dark forests,


the level of the tide.







iv.




To see a waterbird, maybe a crane,


fly deep into desert, comes as no


surprise — we note its arrival and follow


its disappearance, discuss it over a beer,


and think nothing more of it.







v.




And nights, contracting into cool winds,


when the sand becomes an astrolabe to the stars,


where in the reflection of the crystal spheres


we wander without direction, searching out


water flowers . . .









Night Parrots




If at all, then fringe dwellers


of the centre.


Ghosts of samphire, navigators


of the star-clustered tussocks.


Of salty marsh, limestone niches,


and acrid airs.


If at all, then flitting obscurely


the rims of water tanks, the outlands


of spotlights and filaments of powerlines . . .


in brief nocturnal flight, with long


drawn-out mournful whistle.


If at all, then moths in a paper lantern.







Fire-eaters at Lasseter’s Reef




A troupe of fire-eaters


stumbled on Lasseter’s Reef


For seven days and nights


they entertained


throwing vast jets of flame


out over desert


Having seen


their repertoire


he grew bored and desired


conversation


but their every breath


produced nothing but gold.







Sick Woman




Don’t. Crow and butcher bird


over garden


over sand


over me and sick woman.


Don’t.


Of sick woman, butcher bird


brings crow to ground, crow or


butcher bird fall, brought to ground


by sick woman. What is it we feel?


A draught, maybe as we catch


the falling crow or butcher bird


by sash of light, sash of window


Sick woman, and me told I look


like a little yellow Valium pill,


rising to the scuffling crow,


butcher bird, sick woman.







The Black Sun




As the morning rises out of the city’s


Trailing archipelago and over the first trains


Breaking ice on their cold steel tracks,


We shall walk down past the blackbird trees,


The shadows of buildings close pressed,


The dull eyes of the Unknowing.


And as you head North, I’ll leave


The station, follow your rumour


Through the dark clockwork of winter,


Damp market place, squalid streets,


Acacias by the harbour. And like


An ambassador called home at time of war,


Step onto an Eastern ferry, always knowing


That a black sun hung over our parting.







Inland




Inland: storm tides,


ghosts of a sheep weather


alert, the roads uncertain


families cutting the outback


gravel on Sunday mornings,


the old man plying the same track


to and from the session


those afternoons, evenings


(McHenry skidded into a thickset


mallee after a few too many


and was forced to sell up)


On the cusp of summer


an uncertain breeze


rises in grey wisps


over the stubble —


the days are ashen,


moods susceptible,


though it does not take


long to get back


into the swing of things


We take the only highroad


for miles as the centre


of the primum mobile — it’s


the eye of the needle


through which our lives’


itineraries must be drawn,


a kind of stone theodolite


measuring our depths beyond


the straight and narrow,


it’s a place of borrowed dreams


where the marks of the spirit


have been erased by dust —


the restless topsoil







Old Hands/New Tricks




A ring-necked parrot drops into flight,


fence posts collapse and ossify,


the wattle bird trims the lamp of wattle bloom


Despite storm weather the soaks diminish,


though by way of contrast the green tinge


of a late rain pokes its head over stubble —


the new growth that will yield no seed


About the homestead unripe fruit is severed


from trees — parrots jostle, making


swings and see-saws of their bodies


The wells are covered with railway sleepers


over-run with wire-weed and Mediterranean


Bugloss — Salvation Jane — which crisps over


cracks, gives cool water a taste of irony


In the pepper trees magpies threaten to unpick


the world as they know it — their songs are not


characteristic — old hands have learnt new tricks







Two Days Before Harvest




An easterly stretches and compresses


deadwood fissures, strings of parakeets


arrange themselves into nets to drag


the breeze — their feathers firing,


sun striking the afternoon pink.


In the soon-to-be-lopped heads of wheat


there burns the fidelity of summer — beyond,


on the white-bake of salt, lines of supply


are thinning and the dust of scuffed patches


drinks the blood of eucalypts. Topknot pigeons


encounter themselves, much to their surprise,


in foray from she-oak to powerline and back again.


The tines of a discarded scarifier have set


like roots of trees ringbarked from memory —


you see, the tractor’s welter, the jiggering


blades of the header, the crows teasing


gate-posts, unlock a continuity


that would persist, or threaten to . . .







The Myth of the Grave




i


A pair of painted quails


scurries across the quills of stubble


a flurry of rapid


eye movement


they shadow my walk


ostentatiously


lifting and dropping


into invisible alleyways


reaching the grave


I turn to catch them


curving back, stopped


by the windrows


the grave is a magnet


that switches polarity


when you reach it.


ii


The epitaph is measured


by the size of the plaque,


or is it the plaque that’s


measured by the epitaph?


It seems to matter.


Death becomes a question


of economy — the lavish are big


on ceremony, slight on prayer.


iii


At a distance


sheep leave salt-licks


beside a dam and zig-zag


down towards the shade.


Grey gums bend with the tide


of the breeze, the midday sun


would carry their doubles


to the grave and fill the urns.


The ground dries and crumbles,


a lizard darts out of a crack


and races across the paddock.


Do ashes rest easily here?


iv


A fresh grave that holds three


generations is something you question


on a first encounter. How in life


would they have felt about sharing


a single room in a shoebox flat?


Maybe, at an instant, only one soul


is resident, the others entering the bodies


of quails, exploring the wastes of stubble.







Pillars of Salt




We always look back,


attracted by that feeling


of having been there before — the roads


sinking, the soil weeping (scab on scab


lifted), fences sunk to gullies


catching the garbage of paddocks,


strainers blocked by stubble


and machinery and the rungs


of collapsed rainwater tanks / and maybe


the chimney and fireplace


of a corroded farmhouse, once


the guts of the storm, now


a salty trinket.


The salt is a frozen waste


in a place too hot for its own good,


it is the burnt-out core of earth’s eye,


the excess of white blood cells.


The ball-and-chain rides lushly


over its polishing surface, even dead wood


whittles itself out of the picture.


Salt crunches like sugar-glass, the sheets


lifting on the soles of shoes (thongs scatter


pieces beyond the hope of repair) — finches


and flies quibble on the thick fingers


of salt bushes, a dugite spits


blood into the brine.


An airforce trainer jet appears,


the mantis pilot — dark eyed and wire


jawed — sets sight on the white wastes


for a strafing run: diving, pulling out


abruptly, refusing to consummate.


Salt


explodes silently, with the animation


of an inorganic life, a sheep’s skull no more


than its signature, refugees already


climbing towards the sun


on pillars of salt.






Catchment




i   zone


In a catchment zone the keepers


must keep clean houses, sweeping


soot from the roots, scouring


granite outcrops regularly.


The catchment’s focus — a saline pool,


comfortable in its illusion of deep, clear water —


sheds itself in the stubs of severed trees


hedging the waterline.


ii   quarry


Examining the dross of a quarry


(the coarse and fine sizes), we may grasp


what it is that has reduced things to this:


the panorama sliced away in cross section,


exposing the roots in their bed of rock;


or in the deeper layers, the mechanism driving


the rust of ironface, feeding the surface’s scrub,


slipped buttresses, cliff faces . . .


the risk of overextension


threatening the pristine catchment:


the quarry top seeking to cover the wounds.


iii   pipes and valves


We scale the wall, rising up over the filaments


of pumping station — pipes, straitjacketed,


annelids splitting and regenerating in and out


of the slinking earth, skirting the valley,


entwining undergrowth


the valves feeding


from their concrete outriggers (weir-houses


inhabited by pressure gauges, clacks, and screws),


their task reason enough for existence, thoughts


on source and destination not one of their strong points.


iv   the wider waters


Sloughs of mosquitoes squeezing in and out


of sluices in a hillside cast barely


a collective shadow over the catchment.


At the foot of a spillway, past seasons


wallow in brackish puddles, raft insects


eke out sketchy existences


thin lines of pines


cling to retainer walls.


From the summit — the barrier neither moulded nor bound


by roots, but soldered to the squared shoulders


of valley — we look to the liquid centre: wind slicks


flattening the ripples, ironing them out, wiping


the corrugated glass clean, darning patches


on the wider waters.






The Orchardist




Orange trees cling


to the tin walls


of his home. A red


checked shirt and grey


pair of trousers hang


over the one-eyed tractor.


His oranges are small suns


and he is an astronaut


floating slowly


through their spheres.


of influence.







Black Suns




The orchard, canker-bound and fading — Australian


Gothic. A bladeless windmill remonstrates


with a warm wind as it singes


oranges scattered in bitter wreaths


of deadwood, scale, and vitrified leaves.


A black-winged kite wrestles with temptation


and logic — water rats scaling the ruins


of barbed wire fences. The season equivocates.


I remove my shoes, the water stretches


bulrushes like new strings on an old guitar.


I position the wreck of my body and wait.


There is arrogance in this — expecting


him to appear, to consider his withering fruit,


divine my return, while refusing to cross


and help drag black suns from their sick zodiacs


with the hook of his walking stick.






A Field of White Butterflies




There is a lot of mystery in me . . .


he explains, peering deep into my eyes.


As a child I would examine the smallest


things, things that would not ordinarily


be seen. My mother would tell the neighbours


that I was a daydreamer, there was no other way


of explaining it. That was in a very


cold place, high in the mountains


above Dalmatia in Yugoslavia.


I came here when I was eighteen


looking for work. I knew about


the languages of animals and plants.


Three seasons ago you couldn’t


look at this paddock without seeing


a white butterfly — consuming, crowding


even themselves out of existence.


Last season I saw two, two white butterflies


in the whole year. This year the Monarch


will come, mark my words — wandering


down over the hills, settling


pince-nez on the potato flowers.


You see, where people settle


imbalance follows, the air


being full of white butterflies,


or there being no white butterflies at all.






Paperbarks




Paperbarks scream out of childhood


deep into wetlands — lightning, a silver flash


of the fringe, though as subliminal as ghosts,


their territory that of the spirit.


Water fallen, dank goitres tease


our thirst, skins peel and flake


about the grasping roots, sweltering


in the red tinge of earth. Though holding light


absorbent skins will not extinguish when voice


falls and memory lingers, for these are ghosts


who sing the stagnant weathers,


and brew storms out of drought.






The Bottlebrush Flowers




A Council-approved replacement


for box trees along the verges


of suburban roads, it embarrasses


with its too sudden blush — stunning


at first, then a burning reminder


of something you’d rather forget.


And it unclothes so ungraciously —


its semi-clad, mangy, slovenly,


first-thing-in-the-morning appearance.


And while I’ve heard it called


a bristling firelick, a spiral


of Southern Lights, I’ve also seen


honey-eaters bob upside down


and unpick its light in seconds.






Plumburst


for Wendy






The neat greens of Monument Hill


roll into sea, over the rise the soft rain


of plumfall deceives us in its groundburst.


If lightning strikes from the ground up,


and Heaven is but an irritation that prompts


its angry spark, then plums are born


dishevelled on the ground and rise


towards perfection . . .


Out of the range of rising plums


we mark the territory of the garden,


testing caprock with Judas trees,


pacing out melon runs. Behind us a block


of flats hums into dusk and the sun


bursts a plum mid-flight.






The Phenomena that Surround A Sighting of Eclipse Island




1   The Gap: A Paradox


I speak to you elementally


and at a distance


that becomes


the depth


of an ocean


that in being southern


and arctic


in impression


absorbs all blues


and is the deeper for this.


Darkness wells


from the fathoms


of the palette


as I paint


an expression —


my footholds


prone to slippage:


hard rock stacked


like soft lozenges


sucked by cyclopean


giants who’d smashed


aside savage breakers


to sear bone-black cliffs —


like The Gap


through which I peer; place


of the freak wave,


back-stabbing gale,


and brutal rain.


Place where


a neighbour


of my brother’s


threw herself


mandraxed and furious


into this suicide


machine only


to survive


and find herself


a landlubber


farming children


with the names


of sea-nymphs. Place


where keening landfall


sea-meets and rifles


moods, like a gale


springing the bleak staves


of a broken container ship.


Place where phenomena


shape themselves like


the vertebrae of whales


tormented by water,


wind, and sun —


anchored to the coastline


by harpoons requisitioned


from the magazines


of scuttled whale-chasers


limping sulkily


icewards.


2   The Blowholes — A Lust Recalled


Not firing today.


Unless I’ve plunged


over the cliffs and into


the Prussian blue waters


without their noticing —


drawn by the spell


of Eclipse Island.


Somewhere she holds


her heart in her mouth,


clenched firmly


between pearled teeth,


his tongue flickering


about the blockage


like an astringent.


3   Stray Pockets Of Diffident Weather


The way rocks


just below the surface


incite the ocean,


frustrate it into action:


the flurry of white-water


luminescent greens


and the slick white


of glossy house-paint.


Consider again your foothold —


Eclipse Island spiriting


the sheets of solidified flesh,


the stray pockets


of diffident weather


moving between fronts.


4   Eclipse Island?


Well, I was just waiting


and then I got to thinking


about lighthouses — I could see


two of them from my vantage point — one


on the mainland, another on Eclipse Island;


and I thought of the candy-striped


lighthouse I’d shown you in Geraldton


and of that lighthouse just down


from your sister’s place looking like


a white bishop from our chess set.


And I realised how easy it would be


for others to misconstrue my missing you


(as). Anyway, it’s just not true.


5   The Ship’s Log: The Colophon


Sheer


waste


this spray


moving skywards


like


an inverted


parachute.


The sun drinks


in the layers


holding


heavy weather


close


to the water.


We shape


an itinerary


of arrivals


and departures.


A footnote


is added


like bad breath


to a deep kiss


in an impressionable


place —


later in life


they dressed well


and cared


generally


about


their


appearance.


The ship’s log full


I make


for shore.


6   The Camera


Why do you give me


so many opportunities to make a fool


of you anyway? You ask?


Like the tourist


caught on the lip of The Gap


unable to edge his way back,


the camera about his neck


tapping at the rocks


like a sick pendulum,


his head weighing


more than it should.


7   Ultramarine: The Puzzle Solved


Breath, an icy pocket,


opens ultramarine,


a dry sea


tracking its glacial


course beyond


Eclipse Island


and beyond


the course,


cancelling


as the tides


rip back and forth


covering all earth,


a mosaic impressed


upon the potential


arrangements


of itself.


Lapis lazuli,


a gift ultramarine,


blended in the swirl


of the sun indeterminate


above the clouds —


the locals saying


it’s just an ordinary


summer’s day,


which is their way


and our solution.






Swarm




Black fire with an orange heart


rages amongst the red branches


of the swarm-tree. I tell her it’s


temporary, like last year.


The hive, high in a hollow


in the neighbours’ yard, erupts


and sparks. Our son bursts


through the flywire door


screaming bees! as if their


frantic clamour were drums of war.


It hangs bristling and fluid,


its mystery an optical illusion.


A midday astronomy — the eye


of the telescope scorched


and holding the cold heat


of space. Towards evening


the swarm lifts and rolls


chaotically downwind,


settling its orange cowl


about the dark outline


of a tree.







Of




Of emulsifiers and preservatives


extracted from boiled-down animal,


of houses with walls of horse hair


and thongs of leather to restrain


the tortured awning,


of feet covered in dead cow,


kangaroo, crocodile . . .


the business of pig-skin briefcases,


of those whose guilt lay in fish,


of those sucking the nectars


of sacred beasts,


of the differences between clean and dirty flesh,


of those who seek truth in the burnt offering,


of ‘perfect and upright’ Job, slaughterer


who sought to appease over and over,


of Julius Civilis With A Dead Cock


arrogantly accepting what is


over and over, back and forth, to and fro.







Sexual Politics In Eadweard Muybridge’s
Man Walking, After Traumatism Of The Head




1


He could easily be


A man walking, after traumatism


Of the head.


There’s something vaguely Platonic about this.


Francis Bacon, lip-synching


His way through smugness, injecting passion and/or lust


Into Muybridge’s studies of wrestlers: ‘Actually,


Michelangelo and Muybridge


Are mixed up in my


Mind together, and so I perhaps


Could learn about positions


From Muybridge


And learn about the ampleness,


The grandeur of form


From Michelangelo . . .’ This is not tongue-in-cheek,


And why should it be? she cries.


At the end of the day


Folly counts for nothing, she says


Majestically, the banana light glowing


Sedately by the bedhead, Foucault


Powerless and fading.


2


What moral autonomy remains


As, from frame to frame,


He walks. Why aren’t you a panel beater?


She asks as your last thought spills


To the floor and scatters.


Muybridge considered


Leland Stanford’s Quest To Prove


All Four Legs Of A Trotting Horse


Are Off The Ground Simultaneously


At A Particular Moment . . . earlier


He’d been a fly on the wall


As Muybridge blew his wife’s


Dashing, cavalier lover away . . .


‘omne animal triste post coitum’.


Sadness comes quickly


And he wonders about


The contents of his blood.


And panel beaters would find


The passive role


Difficult


To shape.


3


Sharing a cell with lust


In the prison of desire


He remarked that the form


Of his cell-mate was a little peculiar:


Casanova moving with the gait


Of one who has succumbed


To animal locomotion, an electro-photographic


Investigation of consecutive phases


Of animal movement.


She says that he measures progress


With his penis, a well-oiled dip stick:


Her body absorbing the entire jungle


Of his body which is ecologically sound,


Creeping out of its rich enclave


And seeking to make the barren lush.


He believes that you can’t get off


On rape, that violence is mental Sickness.


I like his manners — c’est tout —


She confesses.


4


A skull fractured


Does not necessarily


Mean liberation


On the afterdeath plane


Nor freedom for the oppressed mind.


LSD, a freak in drag,


Denies the mind is lodged


In the skull, that it is


Part of the body. The dozens or so


Blotters found in his pocket


Have nothing to do


With his portfolio


Of deviance.


He’s on top of it,


And knows the yellow haze


Suppressing the landscape


Is merely ash


In the upper atmosphere.


The signature is this: it hurts


To cum on bad acid, but did that


ever deter you?


5


His head is traumatised


By dehydration, his brain shrinking.


Starvation has frayed the linkages


Between spinal cortex and legs.


His walk is one of decline


Interrupted by hope.


He feels spent and thin.


Men eat to vomit and vomit to eat,


Seneca tells us; and no woman can be too rich or too thin.


Chastity is starvation


Starvation is traumatism of the head.


6


She hates the hype


But loves the splendour:


The page written she relinquishes


Her rights to the material


Inherently hers. The moral community


Is concerned only with growth


At the end of the day — he tells them


That he is hers and couldn’t give a shit.


Does she reciprocate? they say.


Would you — a man walking,


With a traumatism of the head?


7


Underwire bras and jockstraps


Entangle a chicken desperately


Lunging, a torpedo already


Within range of its tail feathers,


Rudely muzzling its way


Through a sea of discharge.


So, this is love? it asks.


Muybridge screams from his observation post


‘Keep the bloody thing within the gridwork!


Calibrate, calibrate! for God’s sake


It’s all comparative.’ Stripping off


He rushes the chicken and wrestles it,


‘Damn the torpedoes, keep the cameras rolling!’


Duchamp’s Nude descends a staircase


While Meissonier, de Neuville, Detaille,


Remington, Malevich, and Giacomo Balla


Watch on excitedly.


8


When size doesn’t matter


You’d better start asking questions.


I mean, it’s all or nothing


Isn’t it. As for what’s behind it . . .


A magnet does have two poles.


Self-control, the object of pleasure:


Every orgasm a spot in time


Without the lacework.


And this all about walking,


With a traumatism of the head,


The lexicon spread as three rednecks


Smash you over the skull with iron-knuckled


Fists, or an overdose of speed threatens


To burst capillaries, or glass lodged in a crescent


Below your left eye dislodges and unplugs


The contents of your identity.


The time lapse between frames shortens


And your collapse is traced


more minutely. Hasten slowly.


9


Porn is the Theory.


Rape is the Practice.


A sign held by a youth


In Minneapolis.


A skirt stained with sweat


Radiates in a bath


Of yellow dye.


The gate is locked,


The fences high.


She, sunbaking,


Looks over her shoulder,


Her tan slipping away:


In a tree perches


Her neighbour,


A glint in his eye.


10


Stripping thought


He dreamt an anthology,


Visual and responsive.


Reflections on the obvious.


A spring day and I’m full of hate.


Stuff like that.


He would include


A photograph by Muybridge


(Who after disposing of Major Larkyns


Apologised to the ladies


And settled to a newspaper).


Though not one of his locomotion


Sequences, whose implication


Goes beyond a book, but of the Colorado


In dry dock accompanied by an anonymous


Muybridge on Contemplation Rock


Later used as proof of madness.


And on the title page a quote


From The San Francisco Daily


Evening Post: ‘Little


Did Muybridge dream


As he bent over


The bedside of his wife


And he caressed her,


That Larkyns’ kisses


Were yet fresh and hot


Upon her lips.’
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