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An Arbitrary Light Bulb


Under Sewerby Hall’s Lantern of Demosthenes


I found a pebble the exact shape of a light bulb.


Then, suddenly, as if in one of my old Beanos,


another lit above my head in a thought bubble


trailing diminuendo echoes, like Little Plum’s


smoke-signals, to my dull bulb of skull below


until they disappeared into that unplumbable


nothing where so many of my brainwaves go.


I sucked this stone like a pear drop in the hope


it might hatch a poem, or seed one, but, so far,


nothing worth the light, the idea’s bulb blown,


an abandoned oratory that never had a prayer.


I spat it out but the hole it left was a gift to me


beyond all rhetoric to figure, or poetry to sing,


a reminder such a bulb is called an ‘arbitrary’ –


an arbitrary light bulb is the name of the thing.










Poem Beginning with a Line from Ashbery


‘The room I entered was a dream of this room’:


two dimensions, no window, wallpaper white


with black designs which moved when I slept.


The room I entered was a dream of this room.


There is another room but it is inside that one,


a tomb inside another, stanza within stanza,


poet inside poet, matryoshka matrix,


there is another room, but it is inside that one.


The theme of this room is stanza’s meaning,


if meaning is more than a stain on my dream.


Old yellowed paper meant a scream of pain.


The theme of this room is stanzas dreaming.


I stayed in one room when I broke my mind.


My face grew as lined as my notebook pages.


I thought that days and poems were cages.


I didn’t know the man whose name I signed.


The room I entered was a dream of this room.


That poem’s dreamer lies in his, not this, tomb.


Am I an I, a you, a who or a whom?


To me, my name still seems a nom-de-plume.










Black Cat Box


I imagine my own Skinner black box


has its cat, a Pangur Dubh that chews


computer mice or scribal quills, slips


all tongues that try to call it by name


through lexical gaps a tenth of its size,


an untranslatable pun or turn of phrase,


Schrödinger nightmare, quantum of no


solace, ungraspable won’t-o’-the-wisp.


It shoves me aside in this quatrain nest,


eats my poem-birds, usurps these keys


to my castle, leaves one print in snow,


wants back in: “Stuff your white space!”


It insists I have it say “There is one story


and one story only: me!” It is all poems,


abandoning us before we can finish them,


changing subjects, refusing to be subject.


I’m in a dark room looking for a black cat.


What happened to my idea for this poem?


“Talk to the paw: the puss ain’t listening.


I’m thirsty now: pour me a saucer of ink!”










The Discoveries of Joash Woodrow


Returned from his National Service


in Egypt’s ancient land of bondage,


Joash reorientated all his landscapes


like grid maps he made for the army.


He’d find himself inspired by fences,


collaging in sheet music so its staves


might echo the rhythm of his pickets


and the music’s keys not lock him up.


Joash drew on as the nights drew in;


even in spring and summer, he drew


the blinds to work by his own lights


in the family home, his first asylum.


And the more Joash drew, the more


he withdrew, the fewer knew of him.


Few called, put off. Then all stopped.


His family left or died. He stayed on,


cannibalising furniture for sculpture,


coal sacks and cardboard for canvas.


Sectioned, he drew artistic acclaim –


and suffered the national press again.










God and the Poets


The paradox is that it is the people who think religion is prose who keep it alive for the people who can only use it as poetry.


– Richard Holloway, Waiting for the Last Bus


Mass was poetry to most of my family.


At school, teachers put words into the mouths


of poets and God (“He’s saying here . . .”)


like the newsagent cardboard policeman’s


wipeable word balloon, magic-markered


with special deals or threats to shoplifters.


If I asked about Cain’s wife, Adam’s navel,


or, if communion tasted like card, was Jesus


cardboard? Smack! teachers would explain.


Once when a visiting White Father told us


to find God not just in words but in silence,


not just in right but wrong, I was also struck.


Though I remained divided as an altar boy –


like the Hirst sheep or a magician’s assistant –


when one day the newsagent wiped clean


his policeman’s word balloon and left it


blank, I took it as a lesson about white spirit,
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