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The Mansion Gardens

Alan Morrison



Forgive-Me-Not

Let go. Forgive. Forget the bitterness
That buttresses when love 1s dead:
Most of what’s said 1sn’t meant;
Most of what’s meant 1sn’t said.
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This collection ts dedicated to my parents Andrew and Helen,
and Lucta, m1 flor silvestre.
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‘But I don’t allow 1t’s luck and all a toss;
There’s no such thing as being starred and crossed;
It’s just the power of some to be a boss,

And the bally power of others to be bossed...”

John Davidson,
“Thirty Bob A Week’
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Foreword

Alan Morrison 1s an extraordinary poet born for 1974. Reading him, you might
think the poetry was written by someone active in 1974, though the language
and poetics have clearly been rinsed in the decades that succeeded this. And the
poetry is far finer than the average kind of polemical writing that Morrison has
wedded his own gifts to. As a poet he is rooted in acute historicisms as well as
a throbbing sense of what it is like writing as a convinced and historically aware
Socialist in the early 21st century - indeed, exactly 100 years on from when one
of his heroes, Robert Tressell started writing his great working-class novel, The
Ragged Trousered Philanthropists.

Poverty, family, Socialism, Catholicism often crop up (literally) in Morrison’s
work like stones in a garden of verses. This 1s unfashionable. There’s a burdened
obsessiveness with these themes in Morrison’s writing, the kind that generates
most real poetry. Themes like these currently marginalise anyone writing within
them. Morrison 1s inordinate and alone as Tim Allen once said of Andrew Dun-
can 1n a similar context. He’s also extremely bloody-minded and cannot rid him-
self of his themes. Nor does he attempt to diversify into sexier workshop-aided
delicacies. He 1s perennially one might put it workshop-shy and would only tell
you to hark back to the miquities when English was hammered out through the
workshop of the world.

His poetry though mhabits its own linguistic parabulia of obsession, crisis and
occasionally Hardy-esque resolution. Morrison tends to the confessional long
poem, not something that socialists are encouraged to indulge . Indeed, Morri-
son’s own obsessions cut across the very socialisms they promulgate. There 1s in a
strict sense an indulgence in non-indulgence which operates as a compulsive reor-
dering of the emotions generated, rather than putting on a face of purposeful op-
timism but the degree to which Morrison examines and excoriates the conditions
of his own and his family’s life, as well as other fantasias involving sympathetic
alter-egos and sub-heroes, 1s quite unflinching. It takes in fact an extraordinary
degree of courage to write such confessional poetry striated with such a Socialist
edge. The themes itch against each other, one confessional, the other tight-lipped
and thrusting such confessions away to quickly resolve personal difficulties with-
out recourse to quite so many words. This tension makes Morrison’s poetry quite
unique and explains why the courage, often visibly painful, is not foolhardiness.
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Morrison’s poetic strategies take their bearings from several distinct sources, per-
haps more than any other poet, John Davidson’s influence (particularly in “Thirty
Bob a Week’ and also in the later Testaments) have clearly enthused Morrison’s
exactingly dour yet exhilarating details as well as occasionally his rhythmic in-
flections. Other poets like the more polemically-edged Romantics and above all
Harold Monro, have sharpened the melancholia in his palette. Monro’s sense of
transience and halfway houses of recovery and damnation have bitten into Mor-
rison’s elegiac language like nothing else. If Monro as Eliot said of him ‘has done
what no other poet has done at all’, then Morrison has done with Monro what
no other poet has done or would dare to do with him. The curl and slap of Mor-
rison’s own particularity, his twitch disturbing Monro’s onerously ‘Silent Pool’, 1s
hauntingly memorable.

Monro lived as Eliot generously acknowledged on the cusp of Modernismy; also,
as Pound wrote to him in a letter, Monro was too generous to his fellow Geor-
glans, promoting far too much ‘second-rate lopp’. Certain of his poems don’t
escape a mild Georgian basileus rather as if he had left ‘Milk for the Cat’ out for
a little too long. Morrison’s Georgian tendencies are however not so personally
sentimentalised as having Edward Carpenter (the famous Socialist poet) calling
round on Monro in his sandals. Morrison shares nothing of the strangeness of
certain of Monro’s states, for instance, the wise desolation of ‘Bitter Sanctuary’
(but for stylistic influence see ‘Infatuation: The First’). This, hewn out of earlier
Georgian expansions, 1s the kind of poem which begins to emerge, roughcast, out
of some of Morrison’s desolate elegies (“The Cottage’, “The House of Sadness
Past” and the epic ‘Clocking-in for the Witching Hour’ etc.). This attunement 1s
where Morrison and Monro show their most natural affinity: isolation. It is not
that self-excoriating isolation and hallucinated uniqueness of sensibility that pro-
duced, for instance, ‘Overheard on a Saltmarsh’ - that has a wildness and amused
self-pitying tang that would be impossible to emulate, and even if it were, not de-
sirable, except to the inveterately gothic. Morrison’s unique voice is attuned more
to the special melancholia that fuels the best of Monro; not the explorations of
the latter’s own haunted sexuality and alcoholism. Lucky for Morrison.

Morrison’s poetry is not only like no other, it could never be so even if it tried.
This 1s a test of true poetry. His language 1s by turns concise and honed in the
lyrics and contoured with a curious lope of its own in the longer works.
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Comparisons have been made to John Clare’s nakedness of spirit. There’s an af-
finity like slantwise rain to Alun Lewis, which is all in the tone and tangency of the
writing and metre. There are of course signposts in a poet’s development and the
genuine awkwardness of somebody finding their own and not an easy contempo-
rary way. Morrison’s impulse 1s to build up, say like Montale (in Italian) not again
like Ungaretti - the contrast is instructive. His partner is Spanish, and Spanish
poets, too, though not the obvious models, have inflected his output. Most of
all, though, try the imagined retro-Edwardian fantasias in a later city of dreadful
nights (‘Keir Hardie Street’). It shows the way he might develop. And Morrison 1s
still developing quite rapidly; has not learnt except startlingly in a few poems and
lines that luminosity won after an enormous poetic tension has been resolved,
merely to reinvest itself in its own obsessions. But he’s getting there; and a full
volume 1s certainly due, if not exactly overdue, since he’s still in his early thirties.
And this decade remains rather a good one for the extermination of premature
talents. His own gifts however are likely to endure.

Simon Jenner
February 2006

The contflict between the poet and the performer is something Alan 1s confront-
g n all his work. His working through producing one pamphlet after another
1s a powerful and deceptively simple way of confronting the truth that is his own
and nobody else’s. We have areas of interest in common; we both love the work
of Stevie Smith, a Poet and Performer who only really entered the public arena in
the Sixties through her association with the likes of Adrian Mitchell et al.; we both
suffer from OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder); and above all we are both in-
defatigable seekers after the truth that i1s uniquely ours. I believe, with more and
more successful performances of his play for voices, Picaresque (see the favourable
notice in the Guardian Review of Saturday December 17, 2005), Alan will write
more and more for the stage. I shall be very surprised if this play isn’t broadcast
on Radio 4 in the near future.

He 1s a lot tougher and tenderer in all his work confronting what many poets
would run a million miles from confronting. OCD 1is a particularly vexatious way
of being made to go through life and Alan daily faces imcredible challenges by
producing works at the same time as editing other peoples’ and the Survivors’
Poetry magazine, Poetry Express. Through all his work Alan is an indefatigable
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seeker - both with a Blakean and Stevie Smith-type vision; it’s the conflict be-
tween how he would like his life to be and how it really 1s that produces the great
diversification of his work. Indeed, some of Alan’s epigrams have a Blakean feel-
ing pulsating right the way through them. Every word counts. The poems, in their
quirkiness, also remind me of Stevie.

Productivity in published poets and writers is often most unfairly sneered at -
there 1s a great deal to be said in producing work in the way Alan does. It is the
trial and error way and will help him to reach audiences he deserves through his
great gifts as a poet and performer. He may not resolve that conflict - it 1s in fact
his greatest ally.

John Horder
January 2006

Alan Morrison has a ‘voice’ (“All that poets can have”, as Auden said) and one
entirely his own; electric. Seeing the ‘specialness’ inherent in ordinary phenom-
ena 1s the essence of the poet’s art and the unfolding of his personal ‘take’ is the
principal delight of reading good work. Morrison does not flinch about ‘coming
out’ as a sufferer from obsessive compulsive disorder: for this too he deserves the
high praise his poetry demands. His work 1s an interesting mixture of innocence
and experience.

Stanza 4 of ‘Last of the Spray Carnations’ is worthy of Pound. “Tears of mustard
sun’- I wish I’d written that! The shorter poems too are excellent - wise, witty
and full of feeling. “The Cottage’ 1s marvellous. At 63 when I read his work I feel
there’s hope for poetry still.

Morrison 1s a hope for English poetry where hope is in short supply.

Barry Tebb
2005
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The Water Shallows

As I was paddling in the water shallows,
the ripples turned to waves,
the paddling to a wade.

‘While I tried to shallow my tumbling mind,
the thoughts that swam in the water shallows
were chased as fish by the shadows of sparrows

Nostalgia

Even in those golden days

Life always left us wanting more -
Why we loathe ourselves today
Is why we loved ourselves before.
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The House on the Rise of Reversion

Regarding the house on the rise,
Shabby, ramshackle, severe,
Of crabby stone and rustic gate,
Subjective views judge here.

Eyes entirely detached survey

A shambling garden with scorn -
Instead of empathising they
Petition us to cut the lawn.

Greeted by a worn, cracked face

A visitor digs up a dearth

Of signatures - Dad’s trampled eyes
Displace the criticising earth.

Threats delivered, the visitor leaves.
An anxious face of thwarted youth
Twitches through reclusive curtains,
Haunting a window’s hidden truth.

Inside: a tea-dripped radiator;

Kipling’s If on a blanched wall fades

In a crack of sunlight through a broken pane:
Hide for spying listing spades.

Outside: a shoddy wire enclosure
Mangy guards limply patrol,
Possessive of a callous house -
Snouts in empty tins, they troll.

Forsythia’s golden petals glow

Defiant, alone; the colour; the hope;
The 1sland of life in a rough sea of weeds
‘Willing the rubble-bed garden to cope.
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Here a sham-lawn’s been flung like a sheet
Over a bomb-shelter’s furniture by

An 1dyll’s betrayal to spaded defeat

For we who live in the house on the rise.

In Search of the Haggard Ghost

It flitted down the lane

past children’s voices raised in play,
tracing its steps long ago

pressed into the mud,

trodden on a thousand times since.

The brief trek ended.

Returning up the lane, rain

i drips, hastened to penitent patters,
pelted on the muddy puddles

then intensified, sleeting -

bounced off clenched fists of grass,
pummelled flowers at the sides.

Standing silently, sullenly,

as the children ran out laughing
through a pasture gate, it stood there,
still and quiet, and they didn’t see it.

A shabby, bedraggled, sopping ghost
orbited by a bulging black cloud
sagging in readiness to burst.
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Dance of the Dragonflies

Around the still lake the dragonflies danced

In a flurry of cobalt and green -

They buzzed their glass wings and blindly chanced
Skimming the water-sheen.

One hit the water then hurtled and skidded,
Seemingly out of control -

A pilot was drowned where the lily-pads lidded
The mantle which merged with the shoal.

The pilot’s son cried as he tried to forget

But leapt up with a new sense of hope

As he spotted a dragonfly, wings stuck with wet,
Drag itself up the bank’s sandy slope.
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The Mansion Gardens

Shall we stroll those mansion gardens,
baize on baize of velvet grass

so well-kept and un-walked-upon?
Come on, love, we’ve cut the coupons,
let’s see those shouting flowers

round grounds of vy towers.

Shall we walk those mansion cloisters
verged with portraits? There’s the Lords
and Ladies, and their ancestors

hanging, framed and ashen-faced.

But why are they ashen-faced dear;
when they lved respectfully here?

Shall we stroll those dust-still rooms -
well, just alongside, take a little

look at them, just peep inside?
They’re cordoned-off with red rope...
Just like our lves. ..

oh, we’ll cope.

Shall we pace those mansion chambers
ringed by pasty-plaited rope...

eastly unhooked and disobeyed. ..

No - that would be to abandon
our law-abiding principles...

what’s wrong 1s always wrresistible. ..

Shall we recall those mansion gardens,
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baize on baize of velvet grass
so well-kept and un-walked-upon?

I'm not envious: simply a dreamer:
those lawns seemed so much greener. ..
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Make Way

Make Way! their banners gallop

In the choppy Cornish wind;

‘He Lives! He Lives!’ crashes on cramped
Coverack, Lilliput-twinned.

On the craggy harbour-side

They rejoice their Saviour’s Risen!
And yet He’s still invisible,

While their clammed evangelism

Is vivid and immovable

As Coverack shacks’ impet-cling
To granite rocks; or barnacles
On the moored hull of Tamarind.

Rustling tambourines displace
The shingle’s cymbal hissing -
No footprints to be made out on
The sand because the tide 1s in.

In Chapel they all clap their hands,
Sing with palms splayed up in prayer
Spun by a cardigan-man on guitar
Strumming in a thumping chair.

In among the rocking pews

The Not-Yet-Born-Again’s found out;
Someone nudges me: ‘Come on,
Clap!” - the spell to cast off doubt?

Into the street they pour their peal
Pounding on my doubting brow -
Bashing tambourines they dash

My faith like fish-brains on a bow.
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The Corn Thresher

1

I gather the corn-strands from the field,
bind them together to force them to yield.
My act is assertion of mastery

over my nature - whatever that be.

2

A Confucian in my down-cast stare,

all green without spoil seems barren and bare
to my tampering eyes and grappling hands
that wrestle with Nature till She understands.

3

Onto my threshing-floor I step

binding tighter my thoughts like old men, regrets -
or confessing Catholics the sums of sins

their intermediary’s stale ear wins.

4

Then I wield my flail for the threshing
like the Father incense for blessing
the echoing house of his God on high,
to fumigate and purify.

5

‘When the job’s almost done I grip

the bound corn tight in my fingertips
and perform the threshing manually -
with my chore I achieve true harmony.

6

My eyes, full of purpose as bales of hay,

roll about with an impulse like clouds during day,
as the grains of corn sheaves spill out free

like beads from a broken rosary.
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7

I am a thresher of the corn

working the field in the chilly dawn,
I bind my thoughts tight in Belief
and thrash out all the grains of grief.

8

With every thresh of the flail I delve

mto the Truth gripped in the helve;

my binding my thoughts i1s my will to believe
I shall resurrect like corn from its sheave.
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The China Kingfisher

Dubbed useless for most of his days,
He saw himself in a similar light.
Counted hours in the window’s haze;
Inert; a bird without flight.

Time tapered by, lost to a chair,

The nest from which he’s seldom stirred;
From a window-ledge he flies the air

In an ornament shaped as a bird.

Imagines the wings that spirit away

Wishes set free from the mind of the wisher;
Pictures a lake on a still summer’s day,

And flitting about it, a China Kingfisher.
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Few Never Envy

All T have: this shabby room
furnished grandma-style:

carpet muddy umber,

thin beige curtains pile

like luminous mosquito nets

over the draughty window-pane.

A lacquered table’s centre-piece
where I eat cold meals, scrimp an aim

mkling in a typewriter.

Plastic clatter of tone-deaf keys
scores each curtained, fiction-night:
a blind mind tinkling ivories.
Breaks spent on a spineless bed;
fingers brush the woodchip Braille,
step across the blue-tack path,

trip to creak of banister-rail.

I stare up at a blanched Van Gogh
by the toothpaste-spattered sink;
the ticking of the crippled clock
decides it 1sn’t time to think;

I rise to wash: chalky water

chokes out to the rusty squeak

of the stiffer tap; over my shoulder
a back-to-front Thirty Bob A Week

reflects in the mirror that traps me.
Smoking soothes as doubts unroll.
My only other luxuries: tea

and sleeping pills when I get my dole
of hardship maintenance that feeds
my lapsed Protestant shame

(though I was born a Catholic

I'm English all the same).
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Few never envy others’ lives

with their ambitions in arrears;
only thoughts that telescope

help one cope - focused years
blur the edges of fogged progress.
Lungs fangled for spearmint fags
purse their pockets. Abstracts heap
like half-p’s in the money bags.
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A Day at the Council Estates

We took part in a car-boot sale

to flog some old toys for our lack of money;
forced by circumstance to compromise

our impoverished principles, capitalise

on this opportunity in the council estates,
we touted our out-dated merchandise.

But father, no salesman, bit his lip

as he witnessed the scrufty kids stare in awe

at chipped Britains’ soldiers and Star Wars figures
their frustrated parents couldn’t afford -

we wanted to give them away there and then,

but poverty pressed us to set up a pitch.

Stood gormless in labyrinths of open boots,
prised oysters on a shabby asphalt bed

of playground, I saw a grubby child tugging
his father’s sleeve, eyes glued to our toys
like price tags. Something died in me then:
I couldn’t believe in anything again.

Seemed to me truth was cheap and nasty

like the plastic toys we recycled for sale

and I felt crippled with sympathy

for a child who was wearing old jumble-sale clothes,
a urine-stained t-shirt and filthy corduroys,

who knows all he sees, and sees all he knows.
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My Life in the Shade

Since I was sunburnt as a boy I learnt to love the shade,
Spared me from the heat where the other children played -
But I was tugged out in the sun and punished by its light
Turning from a shadow to someone in my own right,
Found that I'd preferred it when I'd felt invisible.

Sometimes I wonder whether I was ever here at all.

I've always loved so easily and pitied anyone

‘Who showed signs of remorse for the wrongs that they had done.
I've struggled and I've buckled under every thought I've had

As if the mere imagining of bad events was bad;

Pursued by Furies of my own phantasmagorical school.

Sometimes I wonder whether I was ever here at all.

The more I've lived I've lost myself and drifted far away

From the busy worlds of others and the places where they play.
As if I died some time ago and turned mto a ghost

Haunting all the places that I used to love the most,

I've lingered like a shadow where my own shadow should fall.
Sometimes I wonder whether I was ever here at all.

I came to fear feelings of love for how they made me see

The image of myself through the eyes of those who loved me.
Until I was obsessed with being gone in all but mind

Sharing in the mourning with my loved ones left behind.

But 'm still here; still in the shade; trembling in its thrall.
Sometimes I wonder whether I was ever here at all.
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Tales from the Empty Larder

I can’t stand scant catechisms

of tremors in an empty stomach;

the stench of hunger-scented breath
where a full belly’s the only tonic;

the famished itch in-between the teeth
where only food can feed relief.

The stain won’t shift: mean-spirited strife
spoilt my appetite for living well;

splintered my spittle with bitterness;

chipped my shoulder with its scrimping chisel -
I taste 1t still in weak stewed blends;

n sickly stings of singed dog-ends.

I suppose the harsh lessons I scribed

mspired in me a need to dream,

to believe in msubstantial truths,

for you need a God when you can’t keep clean
and hope, when your faith overspills,

socialism will cure most ills.

But it’s often the morbid human way

to come to love what you should despise
Just as, in depression, sadness comforts
with blessings of tears in tea-strained eyes;
so I feel perverse nostalgia

for those hours of hunger-fed neuralgia.

I've said to my brother, it’s strange to think
amid the dirt we found 1deals,

a sense of justice i second-hand clothes
and transubstantiated packet meals -

the dark of a larder’s empty shelves:

where we first found ourselves.
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The Cottage

For all the breath-smoked winter nights
we shared some misty summers

drifting off to light tunes’ fall

like balsam on the garden

from my brother’s bedroom window
jarred with grandma’s Iliad;

sunbathed with mongrels at our feet;
plucked blushed apples from the tree beside
the cement-filled well, where we planted
hope for rescue from this rustic lull
false as our restless wishes were,

still yet to be weeded.

Father’s face hair-line cracked

as the crumbly stone of the cottage walls;
mother’s nerves fragile as

the shaky glass of the greenhouse grave -
I'm sure she’s shrunken in this shade

all these faded years;

given the choice she wouldn’t leave

this place for ties still tested like

the trembling washing-line.

This 1s where we dug-up doubt
fossilized in the outhouse stone

like stories of our mythical home;
where we first came to believe

in not believing, with the countryside,
that simply 1s. How could we leave.
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Old-Fashioned Sun

Eleven years old, I tried to reclaim

the past, inspired by a cottage’s gloom -

the countryside 1s always the same

no matter what year: I furnished my room

with my dad’s dog-eared books caked in damp-stain
from The Black Arrow to Allan Quatermain.

On brumal mornings as a pale sun

lit thin curtains that filtered its rays,

I'd stick Holst’s scratchy Jupiter on
summoning my father’s schoolboy days -
Somerset, Nineteen Fifty-One,

in the ghostly warmth of an old-fashioned sun.

But there’s a book-end to the shelf of time:
one can’t stay absent from their age

in the fusty clutter of historic shrine -

so I parted the curtains, tripped the page
to the post-imperfect future time,

where pop lyrics strip the Kipling rhyme.
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The Ring

No wizard there as our guide -
Poverty’s spell casts all else to one side.
Father’s face grey as Gandalf’s gown.
He always told himself he’d let us down.

Love 1s its own darkness, slowly binding.
One day my mother had to pawn her ring,

But kept it secret till we’d finished eating;
Her finger as it was before their wedding.
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A Hamper from Landrake

In the creel of a slate-skied Cornish winter
we caught a scraping sound outside;

a huge mass landing, heavy as the weight
my father prayed would be lifted from

his jobless shoulders scraped and bowed -

cold wind shot through the hallway, lo!
we beheld a hamper packed with tins
and vegetables - no Christians,

Just a scribbled note blown on the lino
saying from the Parish - my father scowled,
now he was obliged to let them Save him.
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Infatuation: The First

Infatuation? It didn’t last

Beyond rosy, rough-and-tumble days,
Gooseberry sweet, no sour aftertaste.

Time didn’t inimidate the infant; time was sky.
The love, the bond that tore our hearts
Strained too far, sighed out to die.

Time’s the face you love
but are tired of looking at.

Bitterness of callow apples, raw,
‘Windfall-bitten, sour out the tongue
‘With immature spices to subtle in

Its un-acquired taste - sap squandered on
Those who sample before ripe; spat out;
Wiped clean by sleeves it bruises on.

Time’s a_face you love
but tire of looking at.

Time takes long to trickle on; to traipse.

Rich spit of first kisses infiltrates the rest.

He: lfe’s not long enough for love.

She: love purses lips for death;

Familianity and death: the same.

We tied knots in our stubborn bond; our breath.

Time’s a_face you love
but are tired of looking at.

Feelings home in unhealed sores;

In lichened ruins bonds re-build

On slippery foundations - love clings on;
No shutting off till we’re told - mistakes,
Only palpable once trampled past,

Form the pattern of the human face.
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"Time’s the face you love
but tire of looking at.
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Giving Light

When women give birth, the Spanish say
They’re giwing light - and 1t’s said

The newborn child comes mto the day
Armed with a loaf of bread.





