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Foreword

I make no great claim to be fully understanding of Alan Morrison’s dark,
dense text Captive Dragons. Yet within its swirling, intense and beautifully
disorientating language I detect a passionate antiestablishment streak
that wishes to scour and scrape at the architecture of the mental health
system; a system that the author found himself in, as a volunteer
facilitating a weekly creative writing workshop in Mill View Hospital.

As I read them, there are images and thoughts that I don’t recognise,
there are ideas and visions that I embrace. Yet there is nothing written
that does not conjure up an emotional challenge; an emotional response.
This is poetry appropriate for the mental health experience, regardless
of our own histories and directions.

The warmer sequence The Shadow Thorns is a stunningly crafted set
of observations and empathies of some of the characters that participated
in the life-affirming and lives-accepting workshops, which gave me some
of my most treasured experiences working with patients. These succinct
portrayals replicate the humour of all shades that permeated these
sessions and made for such rich interaction.

I'd like to thank Alan for his time and input into his voluntary role at
Mill View Hospital. Both this volume and our earlier joint publication
The Hats We Wear/ Blank Versing the Past are both a fitting legacy and
thoughtful treatise on mental health in the 21st century.

As a caveat, for those interested in the direction of modern statutory
mental health services, I would like to direct you to the website of Sussex
Partnership NHS Foundation Trust (www.sussexpartnership.nhs.uk).
Here you will learn how the establishment is trying to respond to the
voices of service users and create a more equitable relationship with
those who experience mental distress. It is perhaps fitting that on the day
I have written the Foreward to this fine publication, I received the first
delivery of Sussex Partnership published Personal Recovery Plans, self-
help booklets that give the service user the opportunity to direct their
own recovery. Perhaps Alan’s work in the hospital and the resulting
publications are companion pieces to the Trust’s work. Both come from
recognising strengths and weaknesses and wishing for the best for this
sometimes confusing, sometimes heroic and always inspirational section
of our society.

Nick McMaster

Lead Activities Facilitator/ Star Wards Lead, OT Service
Sussex Partnership NHS Foundation Trust

Mill View Hospital



The pleasures of living — the hedonistic pleasures of the five senses, the more
complex and demanding pleasures of concentration and doing, even the
unanswerable commitments of love — seem often no greater and mostly
less frequent than the frustrations — the continual sense of unfinished and
unfinishable business, jangled, anxious, ragged, overborne.

Al Alvarez
The Savage God

It is an unfortunate fact that the bulk of humanity is too limited in its mental
vision to weigh with patience and intelligence those isolated phenomena,
seen and felt only by a psychologically sensitive few, which lie outside its
common experience. Men of broader intellect know that there is no sharp
distinction betwixt the real and the unreal; that all things appear as they do
only by virtue of the delicate individual physical and mental media through
which we are made conscious of them; but the prosaic materialism of the
majority condemns as madness the flashes of super-sight which penetrate
the common veil of obvious empiricism.

H. P. Lovecraft
“The Tomb’

The poet in his lone yet genial hour
Gives to his eyes a magnifying power:
Or rather he emancipates his eyes
From the black shapeless accidents of size —
In unctuous cones of kindling coal,
Or smoke upwreathing from the pipe’s trim bole,

His gifted ken can see
Phantoms of sublimity.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge
‘Apologia pro Vita Sua’
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Captive Dragons

Canto [

ere be dragons of the head’s uncharted territories

Committed to a hospital of terracotta bricks,
A dark-paned cave outsourced with scapegoats and taboos
To mumbling suburbs of pincering community —
Ocherous cliffs of toothy stucco listing by a churning
Lime-milkshake sea that recrudesces on a cluttered beach
Chuntering with pebbles and needles; crabs with chalky
Eyes on stalks like clouded upturned bongs, scuttling
Under chitinous tarpaulins; a piratical city
Built from shells and blueing crustaceans washed-up
On abused shores; shipwrecked on seaweed reefs
Of magical thinking, wishes sinking into bottles
(Laing’s bottling green genies; little bat-winged Rimbauds
Beating time to hourglasses sifting with aniseed)
Buoyed on subtle vibrations of lapping absinthe waves;
Distant-cast stares ductile as waitresses’ tip-trays;
Absences in residence of promenades’ empty properties:
Shadow-gutted glares, boarded-up dumb-waiter mouths,
Swallowed tongues of rotting stairs; corpse-like; condemned;
Sharp-lanced squatters of kleptocracy’s spiteful plaster;
Rented skulls evicting themselves; tubercular
Branwell Brontés torn into the Scorching Noughties;
Neurotic Hartley Coleridges obscured by albatrosses
Of paternal successes craning their injected necks;
Gulled sons and daughters of those baby boomers who
Bought the world before to let //

Offspring cast off to

Coppery peals in pitched palms, apathy’s paper cups,
Gut-tugs of failure’s shingly faith; anarchy’s
Arachnid anchoring in tremors of the sub-let web,
Thrashing of threads, trashing of materialism’s ramparts
Through recreational recherches la creche par le roach —
To truer realities of tripping childhoods;
A retro-generation of nostalgists grubbed in tubs
To rediscover deconstructed wonder, forget
Muddied dreams that broke them into rubbly slumbers,

(1]
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Numbered but adumbrated by immortal throbs

Ebbing to unthumbed suburbs of numbness;

Thumbsucking shadows of aborted wombs,

Being in basements of mundane abasements,

Dampened embers curling blackly in the slow- 40
Catching crematoria of the heart — misemployed

From the start: a blood-pumping bellows of emotion;

But more: a thumping outcrop of the brain,

A thinking knowing organ — not simply feeling

By which it stakes its blame; so the Egyptians sensed,

Removing all viscera before the embalming —

Even the brain’s jellied lapis lazuli —

But stopped at the heart, which they left undisturbed

In its sanctum of bone, believing it to be the mind,

The seat of consciousness, the irreplaceable soul, 50
Perishable to the touch; so much more than merely

Special-pleader for the body’s protesting blood...

Canto 11

ext stop: the hospital for cluttered heads, reprocessing
Factory for this city’s manufactured outpatients,
Hoisting its euphemistic sign from kerbside gums
Of a mumbling driveway, construed by those untouched,
Not jolted to empathy, as Here Be Dragons; — true,
Here be dragons, but penned dragons, captive dragons,
Rationed smokes, ashy skins the singed beige of cig-buttes;
Spindly as thins, or swollen as waterlogged dog-ends, 60
Tongues of soggy grey serge; not grotesques of ghoulish
Legends; neither frightening nor fire-breathing,
None of those gross monstrosities: but magical once:
Now those enchantments neutered under scientific
Spells, jinxes of shrinks, trick-cyclists, certificated
Sorcerers, alchemists of magic of medications;
Tantric dragons transparently jacketed — scapegoats,
Possibly; drowned shouters of a seawater society
Tanning its back to panicked gasps; tortuous sculptures
In corporate ectoplasms; the psyche’s baroque 70
In bas relief; human testaments to immanent
Aetiologies, prescribed bogus numbers from

(2]



Well-thumbed drugs catalogues, chemical bibles;

Experiments of meddling demiurges

Depicted mid-flight, bowdlerised in brines,

Anticipations perpetually captured in escape

From corporeality; jarred samples of un-adaptable

Incubi — truncated basilisks with vestigial wings

And rudimentary wills — scoured from rock-pools

Of scooped communities, chimerical thought-forms 80
Of corked routines; lightning-struck jabberwockies

To respectabilities... But not to be pitied,

Better scorned as spoilt children whose emotions

Have outgrown them to darker tantrums

Threatening others” equilibriums; numbed by slugs

Of muddying medicines — and most aren’t unwilling

To have their stalemates charged with knight’s move thinking,
Their darks alleviated, their black dogs faradised

Into other types of apathy redolent of ironed roses;

Tummies all a-tangle with fabricated butterflies 90
Tapped through the therapeutic touch of electrodes...

Many saunter back damp-haired, lackadaisically,

As if from saunas — figuratively restrained,

Docile as flowerpots, or daffs in cloudy vases

Gouching out on window-sills of tropical workshops,
Temporarily dowsed from shadowy corners,

Gloomy imponderables and twitching agitations

To muter tremors, or lip-trembling puppetries

Of scalded-then-forgiven infants, absolved

Communicants, refortified confessors, conforming, 100
For now on best behaviour, responsive, moldable,
Cooperatively counterpoised porpoises,

Dropsied dolphins with sealed grins, pliable hybrids

Of petrified innocence slate-black stares of sharks

Can only countenance through thick designer rims...

There be dragons, dark-ringed, milk irises bruising

Bluish sublime unable to cry for blunting

Serotonins, pilled to the bristling eyeballs;

Seething inside, spuming pockets of smoke through

Hostile nostrils; green with rage, phlegm-green, jaundiced 110
As the lamplight, sometimes lurching out to fenced

Distractions to graze over fag-ends, flex dull scales,

(3]



Fume and splutter, spit nicotine, slake tar, blaze

Flares of frazzling fires, blow convoluted haloes

Of smoke-rings; dragging dragons, incapable

Of shaking filthy habits, squatters in impolite

Society’s gutted carcasses, hunted tenancies

Truncated through caucuses of austerity tsars

With torching policies, evictees from halfway houses

Of spiked lease; absent residents tipped in and out 120
Of hospital, strung along interrupted threads

Of cut-and-paste narratives, traipsing dingy

Makeshift spaces, they chase and curl and flick their tails,

Puff magic dragon thinking, then rattle back to lairs

Of chafing teeth and chastened tongues, dimming meds

And grog to kingdom come from long dosing arms

Of armour-plated arbiters in pinstriped liveries;

Needles in green-tinged skin’s crawling veins;

The fug of sleepiness, melting chains,

And the slow dreamless doze of scoured dragons... 130

Canto 111

ot for now those bruises on bourgeois souls they shouldered,
Not culprits of moral panics, but captives;

Paragons of torpor, bathed in beatitudes of static

Sweat, less physically equipped, bodies shrunk to

Doll-sized suggestions, trickling limbs languishing

In anguished shadows; disembodied forms shorn

Of hair and bone, buzzing on their nerve-ends;

Leisure-severed levitating heads; mind-formed

Entities (afterglows of Communisms’ soul-mummifications

In politbureau bids for rational immortalities — 140

Gorky’s telescopic projections; nothing supernatural,

This teleology of matter into thought, weighted caterpillar

Into flight — no parallels to “dragons’ beyond lost iron curtains;

No concept, so no word; no windows, so no reflections)...

Here be Hylases snared by Naiads, disappearing in raptured
Splashes; here be poverty’s Raskolnikovs snatched by tsarist
Interventions (sparing brilliantined landlords, hoary



Pawnbrokers and other grubbing parasites from gasping
Hands’ authentic hungering); here be narked King Didos,
Buckled and nerve-broken by testosterone’s inner-tearing; 150
Here be limb-primed Nijinskys springing in greasepaint
Ecstasies intercepted by prompting boxes of monoamine
Oxidase inhibitors to trip the light elastic in tilting

Waltzes of paralysed arms; here be haunted Lord Jims
Jumped ship from sinking Patnas of parental abuses,
Deserting pilgrims of upbringings for merchant redemptions,
Questing for chances to be titled “Tuan’s, to trust themselves
Again — but for now stranded on land-locked Patusans...

Camouflaged dragons, chameleons swallowed-up by
Surroundings, blending in, observing, avoiding, obsessing, 160
Ruminating — chomping on frantic thickets of time,
Sheltering from rains in humid jungles grumbling
Through monsoon seasons, scrupulously scooping
Cryptic sub-texts of expression, felt-tipped inventories
Of gestures, every telling stare cast at them, adapting
To tropical basins, tardive valleys, scowling tourists
Of a suspect Shangri-La, a sweaty country of the blind
Where the injection-bruise on the one-armed bandit’s king
Of all it conveys through numbing medicines,
Euphoric soups of thought, special powers, rubbery

. . . 170
Limbs, fuggy ambrosial grogs of chlorpromazine...
Here be Antoine Roquentins sapped by nausea, a sweetish Sickness
hitched in hearts allergic to the facile cellophane
That bunches rose-red petals into politer passions
Of rubber tulips, plasticised imitations, balking at
Inanimate things as if their atoms crackled audibly
With threat of ambushes (each object a stacking Balkans in
Domestic disguise); here be clerkish Frederick Cleggs,
Catching unrequiting butterflies in resentful nets;
Here be Holden Caulfields, disoriented sons of shadow
Throwing moral torch-lights into pitching blackboards 180
Of adulthood’s dark-hatching tact and hollowly
Worded nothings; confusions of Young Torlesses mirrored Through
generations of angst, bum-fluffed rib-thin cubs
Stitched with badges of cuts and abrasions, contusions
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Of botched oedipal urges, each a howling-eyed bag
Of bone and thumped hormone, concussed after puberty’s
Slow-bruising //

Little Times somehow grown up, refugees
From grubby rented glooms groaning with malnourished 190
loads, Stripped by bellicose bailiffs, auctioned by consignors’
Pusillanimous hammers — all but damp beds’ ruptured
Sepulchres, oyster cheeks soured in soldering tears
Of twisted innocence, greasy fists of hair shocked to
Porcupine spikes, chalky plaques of flour-pounded brows
Supported precariously on coat-hook shoulders; cropped
Sons of stonemasons chipped to old souls by poverty’s
Sculpting thumbs; disoriented ancients reincarnated
Into children’s marble bodies; wrinkly bottled embryos
Of wonder corrupted; buttery eyes knuckle-beaten with
Punishing insights into polite societies; pickled
Specimens of NEET-reproductions, castigated by
Stigmas, humiliated by means-test, hung out to dry
For soggy clothesline lives... Little Times rubbing numberless
Clocks of milk-moustached faces with spindly hands pumice-
Scrubbed of sorocidal stains — still ginger groups of Furies
Harangue these intercepted Orestes like itching nits
Deforesting their knitted eyebrows, spires of tiny Christminsters
[llustrating their traced stares, carving marks of Cain into
Their caoutchouc skins, coruscated scars that by warranty
Of karma are not theirs; wax pelts of tallow youth lived-in
Beyond their stunted years, torn through with scoring, binging,
Retching, imbibing amber broths from vulcanised spoons,
Towel-hooded over noxious bongs, and other variegations 210
Of graded behaviours; but knowing all drugs, fugacious,
Can only out-numb the mundane for hours — though hours
That blur into thirteenth months — they’re discombobulated
By looming horrors of soberness, blasts of abstentious
Clarities, pangs of unmassaged baggage, of foetal
Inferiority, aching happiness throbbing out to boredom,
Clamming anomie, pulverising vulnerabilities...

200



0’s to employ these living ghosts, these dampened shades,

These phantom extrapolations; light-wilted wraiths
Washed-up before their primes? Who's to shovel slush
On their plates in answer to What's the Time Mr. Wolf?
Who's to cuff their wrists with bands when they huff and puff

And blow themselves down with scowling howls, or are goaded

Like Billy Goats Gruff by phantom trolls skulking under
Sighing bridges of their chiny chin chins? Who's to plumb
Those ombrophilous glooms where mushroom-thoughts grow
In the chronic shadows of others? Who's to cushion those
Mollusc souls with dubious potions, put them back together

Like so many broken-crowned Jacks, eggshell Humpty-Dumpty’s?

Whatever they think is whatever they think it to mean —
No amount of caterpillar pills or soporific

Cheshire Cats can alter that, can ameliorate, mask,

Gag or contain that fact, that unpalatably captive fact;

No compartmentalising in semantic flat-packs, matchstick
Stats, tracts or abstracts can subtract such amative facts,
Such stark-staring March Hare facts, unnarticulated
Faustian pacts that patchwork scrutinous brows, flex
Sphinxed temples” rumpling rills fathoming riddles

Only certain comprehending eyes, certain churning irises,
Can see... And are these dragons navigable? What certificates
Of mighty insights qualifies mind-mandarins, casual
Plenipotentiaries of bleeper-honed diplomacies and
Clanging dungeon keys, obscurantist Sadducees

Of hallucinated sanities, to rehabilitate these

Addicts of curved realities; these wrist-striped tygers
Tilted in our symmetries? And rehabilitate them back to...
What? To where? For whom? Back to bartering for spare-
Parts in scrap-yards to scrape skeleton livings, grab
Graveyard spaces to park in, jobs to bury ambition,

The hope-corrupted oppression of personality

For gold-plated handshakes at the end of sweated decades’
Serfdom, tipped penury, the poverty of hollow
Occupation — frustrations inverted to driven vim,

The hectoring body’s red hedon at the price of the spirit’s
Snubbing... Back to hectic days that do the markets” bidding...

(7]
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Canto V

on’t pity the chimera, the dragon, the gryphon, the sphinx,
The glatisant, the bandersnatch, the jubjub, the phoenix,

The centaur, the unicorn, the kelpie, the crested basilisk,
The besieged beast still undecided on what it is to be,
How to be described, labelled; or whether to be at all...
Stub out your pity in the tin-foil ashtray balanced
On the bench-arm burnishing in the sunlight,
The unsympathetic sunlight swallowing palls of shadow
On the punishable white tablet-cleft paving slabs,
The throbbing light-bulb sunlight that hits the knuckle-red
Bricks of the hospital for severed threads... Trip into those
Plunging glooms of lino-oiled corridors, hope-emptied rooms,
Burrows of stowed comforts and squirreled sighs,
Dingy warrens plumbed through slow-acting gravities
Transporting you down protocols of hollowed-out trunks —
Down into ransacked Pharaohic darks of precipitous
Tombs, catacombs on catacombs of ruminating plumes,
Billeted belongings dragooned by tagging troops,
Unravelled trunks of evacuees from muzzling memes,
Migrations of souls quarantined by Cronos for passports
Postponed. //

Dragons’ rooms, surrogate wombs for burst
Balloons wired to the disconnected world by umbilical
Emergency cords; dim-lit grottos of split-minds’
Spilt things some think have been rummaged in then
Bunglingly rearranged by invisible burglars poorly
Covering-up glove-grabs of phantasmagorical robberies,
The subconscious’s kleptomania; or possibly they’ve been
Sifted by staff for sharps like hostel shrubberies;
Emptied of scissors, buckles, belts, bootlaces, keys,
Stockings, shorn of all potential opting-out equipment,
All possible props for impulsive escapology, stripped
To the phone; all objects guilty till proven innocent,
Tacit culprits of fast-hatched acts of eschatalogy;
No objects without properties for passports to oblivion
(Or reinvention through self-destruction’s subterfuge);
All tangibles are triggers to stacking cards against them,
Clubs and spades, each an Arcana, Sage or Hierophant...

(8]
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Selective Notes

Canto I
10-11. shipwrecked/ On seaweed reefs: allusion to a phrase used by controversial
Scots psychiatrist and theorist Ronald David (R.D.) Laing (7 Oct 1927-23
Aug 1989) when writing of the numerous writers and artists who had been
‘shipwrecked” on the ‘reefs’ of intense artistic application (see his The Politics
of Experience and the Bird of Paradise; Penguin, 1967).
11. magical thinking: the sense that thoughts can influence events, a type of
superstitiousness which is a common feature of obsessive-compulsive disorder
(OCD), more particularly in pure obsessive disorder (Pure-O).
12. Laing’s bottling green genies: figurative reference to Laing’s theory that
psychotic experience might be a natural response to an irrational society and a
mental process that needs venting rather than necessarily treatment/blunting
by medication, hence ‘genie’ metaphor.
13. Rimbaud: French poetic prodigy Arthur Rimbaud (20 Oct 1854-10 Nov 1891),
whose distinctively image-rich lyricism inspired the Symbolists.
19. kleptocracy: Greek: kleptes ‘thief” kratos ‘rule’: materially corrupt government.
21. Branwell Bronté: Patrick Branwell Bronté (26 Jun 1817-24 Sep 1848), painter
and poet, eldest brother to the famous novelists/poets Charlotte, Emily and
Anne. He was addicted to laudanum, alcohol, and suffered delirium tremens.
22. Hartley Coleridge: (19 Sep 1796—6 Jan 1849), poet and essayist who led a
reclusive life half in the shadow of his famous poet father Samuel Taylor.
30-1. recherches la creche/ Par le roach: French: searches for the créche through the
roach: ‘roach’ is a slang word for the card filter for a joint. This line is a part pun
on the title of Marcel Proust’s famous epic novel A la recherché du temps perdu
(In Search of Time Lost; Remembrance of Things Past).
41. the heart .../ a thumping outcrop of the brain, A thinking knowing organ: the
holistic theory that the heart is a part of the brain.
45. lapis lazuli: a deep blue mineral; also an allusion to the Ancient Egyptian
anthropomorphic miniatures sculpted from this stone, of spiritual symbolism.

Canto I1
62. trick cyclists: slang for “psychiatrists” (British).
63. Tantric: from the Hindu and Buddhist esoteric school of spiritual practices.
70. Demiurge: Neoplatonist concept of an artisan-like creator behind the physical
universe; from Greek: démiourgos, literally “public worker’. bowdlerised: derived
from Thomas Bowdler who in 1818 published an expurgated version of The
Works of William Shakespeare and later of Edward Gibbons’ Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, come to mean overly prudish editing or censorship of original
sources; also known as fig-leaf editions.
76. Jabberwockies: the eponymous chimercial monster of Lewis Carroll’s nonsense
rhyme ‘Jabberwocky’ from Alice Through the Looking-Glass.
82. knight’s move thinking: slipping off a topic in speech or writing, a form of
thought disorder known also as Derailment or Loose Association.



83. black dogs faradised: Winston Churchill referred to his periods of severe
depression figuratively as ‘the black dog’; faradised: (French) having been
stimulated/charged with electrical currents, as with the brain in ECT.

87. therapeutic touch: subverted here; but a term used in occupational therapy for
the positive manipulation of patients” energy fields developed by theosopher
Dora Kunz in the 1970s.

90. gouching: a slang term for a catatonic stupour induced by heroin.

100. serotonins: chemically based neurotransmitters in the brain.

Canto 111
130. Gorky’s: Aleksey Maximovich Peshkov Gorky (28 March [O.S. 16 March]
1868-18 Jun 1936), a Russian Soviet author and founder of social realism.
135. Hylases: Hylas was a character in Greek mythology, hired by Heracles to
assist him on the voyage of the Argo; Hylas eventually vanished, lured away
for his beauty by the nymphs (Naiads).
136. Raskolnikovs: Rodion Raskolnikov is the impoverished and disturbed
protagonist in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866).
140. King Didos: see 1086.
141. Nijinsky: Vaslav (or Vatslav) Nijinsky (March 12, 1890-Apr 8, 1950), an
intensely gifted Ukrainian ballet dancer whose career ended abruptly in 1919
when he was diagnosed with schizophrenia.
143. monoamine oxidase inhibitors: a toxic form of anti-depressants.
145-9. Lord Jims ... Patusans: these lines reference Lord [im (1899/1900) by Joseph
Conrad (Dec 1857-Aug 1924) about a young idealistic seaman who obsessively
tries to redeem himself after one act of self-perceived cowardice.
157. tardive: a medical term meaning slow and belated onset.
159. Where the injection-bruise on the one-armed bandit’s king: allusion to the H.G.
Wells’” short story The Country of the Blind (1904), and to the original adage which
inspired it, ‘In the country of the blind the one-eyed man is king’, by Renaissance
Dutch humanist Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus in his Collecteana Adagiorum
(1500). one-armed bandit: classic fruit-machine.
162. chlorpromazine: or, thorazine, or largactil, is an antipsychotic drug.
163. Antoine Roquentins: the protagonist of Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialist novel
La Nausée (Nausea; 1938).
170. Frederick Clegq: emotionally maladjusted portagonist of John Fowles” The
Collector (1963), who kidnaps a girl as if she is a butterfly to his lepidopterist.
172. Holden Caulfield: angst-ridden protagonist of J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in
the Rye (1951).
173-4. Young Térlesses: the anti-hero of Austrian novelist Robert Musil’s The
Confusions of Young Torless (1906).
178. Little Times...: alludes to the nickname of ‘Little Father Time” given Jude’s
disturbed son in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895).
193. NEET: modern acronym: ‘Not in Education, Employment or Training.’
197. sorocidal: impulse towards killing one’s sister/s.
198. Furies: spirits in Graeco-Roman mythology which sought vengeance on



mortals who had committed murder. Orestes: son of Agamemnon who avenged
his murder by killing his mother.

200. Chrisminster: Hardy’s Wessex name for Oxford in Jude the Obscure.

201. caoutchouc. [pr. kow-chook] unvulcanised rubber.

Canto IV
217. What's the Time Mr. Wolf?: the children’s game. huff and/ They puff and they
blow.../chiny chin chin...: The Three Little Pigs nursery rhyme. Billy Goats Gruff:
Norwegian fairy tale.
222. ombrophilous: something that thrives in wet or damp environments.
225. broken-crowned Jacks: from the nursery rhyme Jack and Jill: ‘Jack fell down
and broke his crown And Jill came tumbling after.
232. amative: of or inclined to love.
239. Sadducees: a Jewish sect (2nd century BC — 70 AD) of temple priests.
241-2. wrist-striped tygers Tilted in our symmetries? Allusion to the poem “Tyger’
from Songs of Experience (1794) by William Blake (28 November 1757 —12 August
1827): ‘Tyger, tyger burning bright/ in the forest of the night;,/ What immortal
hand or eye/ Could frame thy fearful symmetry?’

Canto V
253. glatisant: the giraffe-like Questing Beast of Arthurian legend. bandersnatch
...jubjub: two chimerical creatures mentioned in Lewis Carroll’s poems
‘Jabberwocky” and ‘The Hunting of the Snark’.
254. kelpie: a supernatural water horse from Celtic mythology; Gaelic: cailpeach.
crested basilisk: or plumed basilisk (from Greek: basiliskos: ‘little king’); also
known as the green basilisk and the Jesus Christ lizard.
271. Cronos: god of Time in Greek mythology.
278. kleptomania: compulsion to steal things.
288. Arcana: refers to the Tarot. Hierophant: the Pope card in the Tarot.
292-3. pink Elephants: from the proverbial psychiatric phrase, ‘don’t think of pink
elephants’. trumpety-trumped: from the song Nellie the Elephant (Butler & Hart,
1956): “off she went with a trumpety-trump,/ Trump, trump, trump’.
294. tulpa: Bhuddist concept of ‘thought-forms’: psychically projected images
of objects and faces.
298. Dido: in Virgil’s The Aeneid (29 — 19 BC), Dido is the queen of Carthage who
falls in love with the Trojan Aeneas; after he departs, she commits suicide. Later,
Aeneas encounters her ‘shade’ (shadow or ghost) in the Underworld.
303. Plath: Sylvia Plath (Oct 1932 — Feb 1963), poet, who committed suicide.
308. ekphrastic: to describe in writing a work of art or inanimate object.
316. herms: a stone post used as a boundary marker in Ancient Greece usually
bearing a sculpted head, often of Hermes.
320. Walter Sickerts: Walter Richard Sickert (31 May 1860 — 22 January 1942) a
German-born British impressionist painter known for his impasto style, a thick
application of paint; his most famous painting, alluded to here, is What Shall We
Do for the Rent? (aka, The Camden Town Murder, 1908).
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The Shadow Thorns

Thorny shadows crouch among the stones
Of time-established selves ghost tides erode;
Some have notions these shadows are the stones’,

But most disown them, scoop the comfort zones
Of adjoining rooms, hop-scotch coping stones
Of others’ company, plumb metronomes

Of corresponding eyes, their chiming mouths’
Disarming massage of inchoate vowels;
Their faces, fuchsia suns parting the doubts

That throb the nimbus brain’s obsessing cloud,
Domed in bone; we're two-way mirror owls
Whose howling thoughts can’t hiss through thorny crowds

Of words, those cloudy sounds that drug our tongues
To shadow-bowdlerisers wagging numb
About the stone of thought’s amorphous plum;

Only some onomatopoeic strum
Of syllables could ever vaguely come
To capturing root-thinking’s primal thrum,

The treacly churn of its dark lunarscape,
Its ploughing forms, its fluid morphing shapes,
The magic lanterns of its spacious traipse.

Small wonder sometimes some hallucinate,
Tempted by demons, or baited as saints
As Bernadette — her grotto’s altered states

Lit up with epiphanies and candles:

A market-place for trading miracles,
Sanctioned haggling for touristic cures
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Of penny-pinching priests with pinched cripples —
Faith-distilled tonics of bottled waters
(Though nothing to heal the hearing of voices)

Cloudy indulgences — today’s sickness scrips,
Scrimped prescriptions for tingling fingertips,
Chemical chides for transmitters with chips;

Divine visitations: cognitive blips
In bruised lobes, phantasmagorical trips
Of disturbed minds, not limbering spirits —

Shadows of voices thrown to innocents
Once venerated as veiled covenants’
Sensitive vassals, the pure and the spent,

Angelicised lambs in hair-shirt vestments,
Who could carve virtues from vices, vent
Vanities through paragon acts, augment

Our soul-photosynthesis: from larvae —
Cynical, bromidic — to a shadfly
Of membranous moral transparency

Their examples projected, prosaically;
Though some left lasting stains of martyrly
Departures — thus sainted posthumously —

But their shadows were left un-canonised,
Those quirks their virtues bowdlerised,
Traits not easily compartmentalised;

Obscurer qualities of suggestive guise
On the blank map of moral paradigms
No Episcopal grid can categorise;

Not virtues or sins, not talents or failings,

Not curses or gifts, not blessings or chagrins,
Nothing so simple, or so simplifying,
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Amorphous shadows of thought’s outsourcing,
Snagged anathematic thorns prickling
The soles of fogged pilgrims, besieging

Their brains with ambiguous energies,
Damascene panics, heart-epilepsies,
Impulses of un-channelled faculties,

Strange legerdemains’ prescribed therapies
To blunt their fruitions, abilities
Deemed abnormal, purposeless tendencies,

Unemployable powers no human speech
Can appraise or oppress, beyond the reach
Of reason,or science or Eden’s bit peach;

Attempts have been made to scrub out and bleach
These mental taints that invisibly breach
Bars of received being, the bleed of leech,

But the shadow thorns thrive under duress,
Crouched between stones we plant, they grow, press
Against our glass absolutes, trespass

Our thoughts, our feelings, filling ellipses,
Passions we can’t fathom, pin-down, express
Nor exorcise through the tongue’s aegis;

Flinty simplifications, restraints,
Pills, potions, fillips — lapsed sacraments — feint
To shed light on shadow thorns’ scorned complaints...

No one canonised the shadows of saints,

Their gray adumbrations, their obscure traits,
But they have patrons in the shadow saints.

[74]



Agatha of the intrusive thoughts

Agatha’s privy to intrusive thoughts,
Antlers stabbing against her nature, courts
Their harrowing shadows sharp as thorns,

Clutches them tight on her brow’s stormed fort,
Tries to throw off the besieging hoards
Of obsessions but the more she absorbs

Them in boiling oils of noble absolutes
From the battlements of her eyes, the brutes
Swell in number, form into torch-lit groups,

Circle the turrets of her head’s etudes
Pitched to anticipate multitudes
Of phantasms armed with solicitudes

And simmering impulses to act on
Grisly images of violation,
Flashing savagely as intermissions

In daily narratives, anti-temptations,
Repugnant but strangely magnetic in
Suggestion, tugging her in the suction

Of futile resistance, entangling
Reeds of the ego’s self-regulating
Growing thicker, stronger, each rejecting

Argument, simply regenerating
Their leathery grip, their thuggish grasping —
But respite seeps in with serotonins

That part panic’s thundering bulrushes
With replenished pathways through dank marshes
Fogged so long, now lit with inhibitors’

Numbing illuminations, fizzing bliss

Of hazy abdication, wooziness,
While willowy shadows whisper, obsess.
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Lil of the twitches

Lil patrons twitches, medicated tics,
Caricaturing muscular antics
Of slow-interacting antipsychotics

Evangelising their gospel liquids
Throughout the tissue of her brain’s agnostic
Pores, resistant to their apostolic

Proselytising; simply a pause for thought
On how best next to finally abort
Her consciousness, repay the tort

Of a father’s neglect in the small claims court
Of her head, seek closure on the last resort
Left to her; the more chemicals contort

Her every gesture, she’s more determined
To clinch her right to a premature end —
We all have to go some time, why pretend

We don’t, and why not turn the bend
Early on, if you've lost the will to mend
Broken perspectives — why vainly extend

The existence of someone who wants to go,
Just because of some belief in the soul? ...
So she writes every time as if on a roll

Of suicide poems, tropes for parole
To top herself through metaphorical
Wish-fulfilment, scroll on scroll

Piling clinically like scrips for sleeping pills;
How ironic to be termed mentally ill
When it’s heightened sanity that prompts the spill

Of her tired haemoglobin, it’s so simple,

A cut like the brush of a stinging nettle
On a milky wrist, then the berry-juice trickle,
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The slow ebb to a ruby bath; yet she
Fails time after time to release
Enough of the blood, or is punctually

Intercepted by a housemate needing to empty
His bladder in the night — she really needs
A bathroom apart from the lavatory...

Time’s up in the poetry workshop,
Once more mid-flow she’s abruptly stopped,
Purge interrupted by the philistine clock

Deputising for the person from Porlock;
Her stare truncates under the knitted flop
Of a Rasta hat, beyond the futile sop

Of the facilitator who paper-clips
Her stormy scowls, staunching her inking wrists —
The sunless seas of her slate eyes nip

This disappointment in the bud, rosehip-
Sourness bruises in razor-sharp lip
With scissoring curses, whispered snips

To herself — they nickname her Little Itch,
For her irascible scratch-card pitch
Of vented invective — but it’s just a glitch

In her character’s compassionate hitch —

Not surprising when humiliated with
A chemical palsy’s Claudian twitch.
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