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STAFFORDSHIRE FLATBACKS

Will we ever know our full authentic selves?

Can we even picture them, assemble their dimensions
From the flat packs of our half-assembled minds?

Or are we to remain for the rest of our natural lives
As Staffordshire Flatbacks pretending on shelves?

Pretending three dimensions through moulded frontages
Drip-painted in naive rainbow vibrancies,

Or flambé glazed bravados to mimic numinous gleams,
Boasting sophisticated facets in robust bas-relief,
Seemingly real, but all the time pretending,

Deceiving the eyes of beholders with our bossed facades,
When all the while we are our own deceivers

Concealing the plaster flatness behind us,

The mere adumbration of being, the sculpted

Blankness only the blank wall is canny to, pressed

In on its own cream darkness, fitted for purpose

Of superimposition (Supermen in two dimensions);
Ornamental fixtures mystifying featureless

Voids above mantelshelves which — but for battlements
Of objet d’art — would swallow us in sightless,

Soulless glares — so we clutter up these plinths,

Furnish them as shrines of self-forgetfulness;

Here we daily worship at altars of possessions

Which don’t recognise us, nor owe us their allegiances,
But spurn our ownerships, rebuff us with indifferences,
Circumscribe our presences, resist us, obstruct us

In their insolent protests — mute resistentialisms;

We worship as pitches spilt in spite of ourselves;
Pictures pull the strings of English astringencies,

Slip at their own wills, as plaster flakes away

From traumatised fractures, unhinging the nails....
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We are half-fake Frankensteins whose beautiful monsters
Are inanimate miniatures, petrified figurines,

That incubate our souls in borrowed shadows —
Prestige Easter Island midget effigies sipping
Precipices, buried up to their chins in thin wooden
Ledges with nothing underneath them, at least,

To our split-perceptions tricked by light’s magic crystal
Sawing — we might as well be worshipping empty
Mantelpieces instead of these steep displays

Of chipped simulacrums: our highly prised replicas,
Sought-after familiars, curiosity-value

Avatars waiting graven, crazed and glazed-eyed,

To be authenticated, then certified....
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They kept me in the riddling dark — under strip-light
Glare, strapped to my thoughts in a cold plastic chair,
Stumped by blank notepad slanting towards me
From a trouser-creased lap, and the sculptured
Delphic spandrel arcing over Dr Vorster’s
Divaricated visage and vague glazed gaze —
Mind-archimandrite with mandarin grin, marble
Hands arched in a prism, spectacles glinting
Intransigently, merely refracting my questions
Pressed up like speechless lips against the tinted glass
Of the one-way mirror’s un-telling reflections....
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MARIGOLDS TO DISTRACTION
1.m. Emily Dickinson 1830-1886

Eyes like Sherry in the Glass the Guest leaves —

My mind is too near itself — cannot see Unclouded —
Indian Knots Stitch my Heart — Hair like Chestnut Bur —
Leave me to see into myself — transparently —

Youth Clouds my Mousy Brow — Yellow Buttery.

Death, my Shadow Correspondent — can’t Un-think me —
I’ll not invite Him in again — He shan’t irrupt in my
Churchyard sleep — with his Wainscotting Knock — Bone-
Knuckles — grind to Cheese-Rind on my grating Door —
I’m not in! I squeak — this dispels His purpose — for now —
Not in — Out today — out in crowded Garden’s worsted
Shawl — a Blaze of Blooms — and Marigolds to Distraction —
O — They call me Recluse — but I’m in Bliss of it —
Nerve-ends nestle into me — Stings back into Bee....
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GOOD MIDNIGHT, TIGRESS
i.m. Jean Rhys (1890-1979)

Partly prompted by an extract from Olivia Lang’s The Trip to Echo
Spring: Why Writers Drink published in The Guardian 13 June 2014

With compliments to Charlotte Brontg, but also apologies,

Fane Eyre would never read the same again since this pale-eyed tigress,
Jean Rhys — born Ella Gwendolyn Rees Williams — took her claws
To Mr Rochester, smoked him out by letting Antoinette

Vent her spirit from that mystifying attic

Into the pyromaniacal light of a former life prior

To her descent into ignited madness of some ambiguous
Hereditary gene — rescued by the flannel-suited

Englishman, whom renamed her ‘Bertha’, betrothed to him

And betrayed red-eyed in green retreat, she was Rhys’s

Shadow Creole castaway, her Dominican familiar —

But more, as Jane was a substitute for a former wife,

Jean was a replacement child for a dead sister;

Alternated her identity: Mrs Hamer, Ella Lenglet,

Ella Gray the chorus girl, Jean Rhys, writer; yesterday

Here, tomorrow somewhere else, an inveterate recluse,

She escaped from public view altogether for sixteen years or so,
Resurfacing by ’56 in a Sargasso lagoon before Jane came

On the scene, before there was even a ‘first Mrs Rochester’....

After Leaving Mr Mackenzie, Voyage in the Dark and Good Morning,
Midnight had already beguiled a generation of endangered
Female souls, but Wide Sargasso Sea would be the raison d’ étre,
Buoyed on imbibing choicest poisons, a life-raft to belated
Greatness, not unlike the case of The Yellow Wallpaper

For Charlotte Perkins Gilman; survivor of two nerve-

Eroding couplings, always on the verge of everything

And nothingness, she sat in wait at intervals as marital bait
For another hauling before a priest and mauling by sharp paws
Of inappropriately striped husbands, for tigers were better-
Looking to her... Drink-sodden survivor of an abortion,

The death of one daughter, and the survival of another,
Maryvonne, who was removed to another country altogether,
Rhys removed herself several times over, south-westerly

25
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As the whitethroat flies, first to darkest Cornwall — a la
Daphne Du Maurier whose Rebecca echoed Charlotte Bronté’s
Much-loved novel, which Rhys had so brilliantly

Illuminated in a gasping prequel, right down to the shadowy
Former wife (the late Mrs de Winter), the metaphorical

‘Mad woman in the attic’, and a flint-faced maid obsessed by
Her memory right up to a conflagrating end....

Fifteen years in her rickety bird-hide at ‘Bude ‘the Obscure”,
Most of which Rhys spent in silence off the literary map,
Faceless, though sometimes spotted, like a rare black brant,
Grey egret, or white-tailed tropicbird (a plumed Creole)
Taking a tip from the temporarily amnesiac Agatha
Christie in absentia (a mystery to flap Poirot or Marple),
Who vanished for eleven days in 1926 —

But protracting it to sixteen winters (typical of her thirst
For excess) — then, towards pink sunset, she sank down
Anchor at Landboat Bungalows, Cheriton Fitzpaine,

In Red Devon, along with her neurotic third husband,

Max Hamer, where she was often witnessed chasing
Neighbours with the dousing lances of a pair of scissors,
Whose gossip pilloried her as “a witch” — obscurity,
Poverty and despair finished her, and neither

The friendships of Sonia Orwell and Francis Wyndham,
Or the intoxicating afterglow of late-coming fame,

Which sank in like a delayed hangover prolonged after

A hair of the dog that lasted a decade’s absence,

Could save her from a fate like her mascara-smudged,
Washed-up, aperitif-tippling spinster-drifter

Of the Thirties Parisian demimonde, “Dum vivimus,
Vivamus ....” (while we live, let us live), ‘Drink, drink, drink ...°
So went Sasha Jansen’s slurring pledge while toasting

Good Morning, Midnight — might have been her creator’s
Own pitted-olive epithet of cocktails and paradoxes....
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‘Her past tormented her so she had to write about it;

And then writing tormented her: she had to drink to write,
And she had to drink to live’, so Carole Ainger diagnosed
In her biography of Rhys — and, with a double negative,
Her old friend Diana Athill said: ‘No one who had read
Her first four novels would conclude that Rhys was very
Good at life; but no one who never met her could know
How very bad at it she was’ — but those who never met her
Knew for having read her, for Rhys breathed her own life
Through Bertha Mason, Sasha Jansen, Anna Morgan and
Suicidal Julia Martin, more than merely alter egos,

They were her fictive avatars of alternative narratives,
Vents for her nervous swerves when on the verge

Of downward swoons, even fainting fits, but always
Brought herself up short by doses of nose powder

Wafted from pomanders, or nasal waves of vinegarettes,
No self-pity for her, never that, only prescriptions

For fillips, pills, pick-me-ups, sips, pitiless critiques —

She drowned in wishing-wells of submerged genteel illusions
Brined in bitter absinthes of her devastating novels...
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THE ROOKS OF BARNHAM

Our monthly pilgrimage to Bognor Regis on a triage

Of carriages brings its brief stop-off point of beatific
Interlude as we wait on the platform at Barnham

For our change of train en route to that rundown
Edwardian seaside resort of Victorian rest cures

(Where stamp-collecting King George V took in the waters)
And curvaceous art deco relics, then deep into its’ incubated
Suburban interior, by foot, on bumpy pavements,
Leaf-soft, shoes feeling more like slippers tripping pile,
Past well-trimmed privets and penny-pinched porches,
Towards a sleepy Poets’ Corner - SHELLEY ROAD,
KEATS WALK - but stop just before, on Sylvan Way,

To visit the ammonia-fumed nursing home for old
Stuffing-knocked rag-dolls, obsolete Bagpusses,

My mother among them, withered bird, grey-green
Woodpecker struck rigid like a bookend carved from birch,
All yawfs but no vaffles, craning in bedridden nest,

Skin waxier with each encounter, stretching thin

Over a tightly drawn avian-like skull, so fragile,

Eyes sinking further into shadowed sockets, wishbone
Arms winged angularly, mouth opening eagerly

Like a chick’s beaked rictus, for thickener-feeding,

A luminous soup barely distinguishable from

The hurdy-gurdying phlegm grinding deep within

The wheezing vaults of her chest — a numinous slime,

Like ectoplasm, strange gruel, mushily nourishing....
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Before we arrive at her bedside, we have our brief
Pause for reflection, pastoral respite, on the leaf-
Shaded platform of Barnham’s raised bird hide,
Thoughts loitering near to the quaint station tearoom
Mothballed since Doctor Beeching’s time, a rumbled
Place of scotched encounters, stale scones, dishwater tea,
Doilies, frilled curtains and protracted departures....
We gaze over beige-gravelled tracks to dappled
Shadows playing on sun-captured pastures

Of uncluttered Sussex countryside, and listen to

The caws of the rooks conducting councils high up

In the soporific wood-orchestras of swishing,

Swaying alder-sails — something in the rook-call
Reassures me, its’ croaky oldness, nostalgic,

Transports me to summering churchyards, brambles
And blackberries, Geoffrey Bayldon’s rookish

Vicar in Sky West and Crooked, or his raven-voiced
Avuncular Crowman, scruffy jackdaw of a warden

In crumpled crow-feathered hat, a hobo-pallbearer,

His mittens stuffing straw back into Worzel ‘Hedgerow’
Gummidge — a name he’d intone with flint and pity:
His mischievous but lachrymose charge, a mud-caked,
Carrot-nosed scarecrow who’d habitually abandon

His post to woo wooden-jointed, unyielding Aunt Sally....

Then my thoughts turn to the Victorian macabre

Of the Potter’s Museum we’d visit in my childhood

After its’ transplanting from Bramber to always-sunny
Arundel (long since relocated to the inhospitable
Bleakness of rumpling Bodmin, upstairs at Jamaica Inn,
Above the Daphne du Maurier exhibition, simply

A replica of her writing room sealed behind glass,

Desk central as an altar, rackety typewriter placed upon it
Like a saintly relic — it was as if this weird museum was
Following us, since not long before it was moved there
We’d uprooted from Sussex to Cornwall; visiting it again
In that different setting felt like returning to our past
Through a portal): morbid curiosities, stuffed animals,
Glass-partitioned taxidermies dressed to seem picturesque;
Pinned rabbits in cricket whites on an idyllic village green;
Petrified, bead-eyed kitten bridesmaids congregating round
A whiskery groom in coattails; the squirrel orchestra;
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A schoolroom piled with studious guinea-pigs; and the air-
Tight burial of Poor Cock Robin — a flock of floridly
Plumed mourning birds arced overhead at a churchyard;
The small grey coffin pulled to the grave’s edge by

An auburn dwarf-bull pallbearer, implausibly tied by

A rope through its nose-ring to the Lilliputian church;
The cream barn owl gravedigger, one claw propped on
The handle of its’ triumphant spade; and the blackly
Shining rector Rook, dark parson, perched mid-obsequy,
One claw clutching his holy book, croaking his way
Through an Anglican sermon from Ezekial,

Clerical collar stark white against anthracite plumage....

O how rooks evoke halcyon country: chiaroscuro
Clouds on cows, softly tolling belfries of coolly
Summoning chapels crouched amid tilting headstones
Of sleeping parishioners, afternoon sun casting
Oblongs of shadow between stone-silent tombs,

Trees arched prayerfully by wood porches.... My mind
Winds far on shady hidden ways when I hear the churchly
Caws of these darkly warming curates of the trees,
Their calls, my aural ‘cure’, my soul’s restorative;

Dry woody sound like tree-bark brushing my ear,
Soothing me, smoothing out my shadow to full length,
Willowing, letting go of the light, the wilting light,

A moment’s shadowy flight from thoughts too deeply
Planted, recharging beleaguered energies

Until the signal-box clicks me back into stop-motion
Narratives long-strained but now more becalmed

By the cawing of those rooks perched high up

At their creaking branching lecterns at Barnham....
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THE SCARECROW ABANDONS HIS POST

Nerves — euphemism for the mental scarring of a vague
Genetic heritage fastening keenly as mucilage

Or tags on the mossy furs of malachite awakenings —
Kept me back from school, routinely, for the lion’s
Share of a whittled year that misted to an age

Of mind-abandonment; psychical truancy.
Phantasmagorical summer lanes absorbed me.
Thoughts whispered past like absent butterflies as I
Daydreamed on a sun-parched verge, the milk glove
Of my hand bathing in the tar-black warmth of Max’s
Straggly coat —my fellow mongrel wonderer,

Jet truant and deserter, animal-shadow, dark familiar....

But then another shadow intruded, threw over us,
Cast by a flushed-faced grimacing farmer whose
Straw teeth hatched rhetorically: Shouldn’t you be
At school today? The unexpected chill in the cloudy
Pool of his censorious shadow startled Max and
Shook me awake from daydream; I gazed up,
Timorous contempt filling me at this unannounced
Presence: No, not today, I replied, glum as a sack-
Headed scarecrow, seed-lipped but mouthless,

A rope of apprehension tightening round my neck
As my fist clenched on Max’s lead, then slackened
Again as the rustic inquisitor hovered away.... At
That moment — one which passed without incident,
But left the treacly menace of his curiosity behind it,
And a sour sting on my tongue like a tensing bit —

I thought of adding: I should be out in the fields today,
Stff on a post, only crows supposed to notice....
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JAPANESE GARDENS

If I could take you
to those Japanese gardens

throw your worries
to the orange blossoms

I’d lead you back
up those humbling stones

that stooped your head
till it drooped like a lily...

We’d drop bad thoughts
in the lotus well,

catch the koi fish
of your wishes back,

the splash of your last
laughter... if...

stones... the orange blossoms...
laughter... splashing ... throw...

no if... I would... I’d
follow you in....

CHINESE ECHOES

I used to feel as if I'd disappear
to memory ambered in a mother’s tear —

strange how thoughts carry, distort in time’s ear:
now I’'m mourning you while you’re still here.
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CIRCLING THE YEW

In a brambly churchyard, the kind Thomas Gray
Might have spun into steeples of poems perched
On a bench in a tree-arced corner sketching

The teetering headstones through cemetery tropes
In dove twilights, we circled an ancient yew,
Broad and gnarled, large scarecrow eyes scored

By woodpeckers, trunk smoothly scooped out

To a cavernous hollow — a half-opened wound
Enterable through a narrow wedge like a prised
Labia — you managed to fit inside, being so thin,
Your broken chuckle echoing in the wood-womb
Of smooth curvaceous bark twinkling with mucilage
Of snail spoors, willowing gossamers like strands
Of saliva catching the brandied autumn light,
Refracting it to strings of miniscule rainbows....

We wondered how long ago this ancient yew

First sprang here — this thick misshapen hand

Of grasping branches balancing seepages of greenery;
How many human stories had played out in the shadow
Of its insuperable pose, swollen with wisdom,

So solid of purpose, so rooted of repose,

Surrounded in chiselled summaries of bygone lives....
Perhaps ‘Happy Lepperd’, the buried child -

Mound no bigger than the molehills pocking

Each yard of mousy churchyard grass — had come

Of spirit-age and kept growing in the afterlife,
Weaving daisy chains under a parallel shade...?

And maybe the eighteenth century farmhand who’d
Slept off his scrumpy in a sun-pounded field

And not woken again for thundering sunstroke,

Had sat up under this age-hewn yew’s ripped umbrella
On the shadier side and wondered at the villagers

All gathered together in like damp jackdaws around

A freshly-dug grave: what terrible blow had thrown
Those weepers into simpers like patters on the yew...?
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You told me yews are drawn to churchyards as hungrily
As worshippers to pews; have always sprung

From powdery nutrients of disintegrated bones —
That without these mounds, these tipping grounds,
Many yews might not have grown, nor rooted

In our mossed imaginations with a grasp beyond
Our gasping sermons; been left unappreciated

In their tapering poetries of twining boughs

And shooting tongues of deeply irreligious green....
Are our souls — assuming we have any — in a way
Also yews: to blossom so improbably from clay?
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AT COTEHELE

When she announced to her husband as they took

Tea outside Cotehele’s Tudor promontory

Of halcyon habitation (bar spectral occupancy),

I think I’'m going to die soon, he must have been
Nonplussed, since she looked well back then,

If a little peaky from her early morning shifts;

True, he must reflect now, it had felt as if she’d been
Slipping away from him in some sense, piece by piece,
Layer by layer, for a vagueness of years, but he’d
Thought it was just a phase, a harmless metamorphosis.

His absent sons had also sensed something amiss
For some time, but had assumed it was tiredness
Mixed with mystical anxieties that had adumbrated
Her pained smile’s misting grimace; or, in their male
Ignorance, supposed it was menopausal, this oblique
Tidal-shift, restlessness, tendency to dwell on local
Deaths a little too personally, as if others’ losses
Took something of herself away — karma of a macro-
Empathy... Or might portend something closer to
Home, the imminent departure of a shadowed relative....

About that period, the spread of foot-and-mouth
Had prompted a holocaust of cows, the once
Tranquil baizes suddenly ablaze with macabre beacons,
Signals of black smoke, as if those derelict chimneys
That sprouted up from the grassed-over graves

Of filled-in tin mines had been resuscitated back
Into phantom industry, pumping out resins
Incongruously across unfathomable blue skies
Bruising with smog, inky clouds like tousling
Funeral plumes — bonfires of contaminated bovine,
Of sacrificial cattle razed to patches of ash,
Tumours of mortality stippling the landscape

With scorched horns, charred carcasses, burnt tails
Like fired blasting caps, black jagged stumps

Of trees after a forest blaze (or the last graze

Of Pompeii) — it was as if she’d sifted these sights
Reflectably into her self-perception, as if

She sensed in their propinquity some prophecy....
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A matter of years until she’d be sitting on the edge
Of a lunging bed at Graylingwell, petrified with fear,
Sobbing uncontrollably, convinced the nurses were
Planning to burn her for being a witch — uncanny
Association: up to the seventeenth century
Countless victims of St. Vitus’s Dance, and its cousin
Huntington’s Chorea, in times of febrile Bibles

Had been judged as witches, ducked under water,
Flung onto pyres, or locked up in straw-filled
Asylums to rot in cabbaged miasmas

With writhing mystifications of gripping,

Grasping hands’ milk signs, so-called fasciculations....

Huntington’s strange, almost onomatopoeic

Pathological tag — for it’s a hunting gene repeat —

Waited in the wings to elucidate her obscure

Condition beyond the point of honeycombing

The brain’s parched fabric to a brittle washed-up sponge,
A globed bouquet of coral, a greenfly-infested
Cauliflower cratered with wider ventricles

Of symmetrical chasms, like Rorschach blots

Hinged in the middle, the shadow of a butterfly
Spreading its' black wings; a moth night-singed....

No doubt, as she pre-empted her own obsequy

At Cotehele that day, dad would have drawn in

A long tug of his surgically-attached cigarette,
Puzzling at this strange augury of coffee-grain
Issuing through the mousy whisper she deployed
In public (so as not to draw attention to herself),
Sighed, then pressed his freckled fingers against
The rusting cattle-grid of his wrangling brow,
Trying to fathom the moment’s incomprehensibleness —
Casting a gaze away from her, over the rugged
Gardens and steep-shelved rockeries of Cotehele’s
Plunging grounds; something tugging his thoughts
Like an anchor over the cliff-edge of the gardens’
Indeterminate end, down, down, deep into the
Periwinkle depths of the Cornish wreckers’ sea....
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THE CHURNING

No Grand Inquisitor has in readiness such terrible tortures as has anxiety

Sgren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Anxiety

Ever since I can recall, there’s been The Churning —

It wasn’t born, but aborted; it was there before me,

But adumbrated my being, ebbed into me as shadow,

A caliginous grub incubated in my botched body,

My metabolism’s overspill of bile.... I hope I’m not

An embryonic Robert Burton trying to lance the boil

Of chronic colic, clot the blood, curb the toil of scotched
Bucolic, plough cognitive clods to maladaptive pulses,
Wormwood-groping crops, strangling thought’s green shoots,
Swamping growth, suffocating bulbs and lobes of sound-
Mindedness through morbid studiousness, a clutching
At roots to try and twist them into shrubs of fascination,
Only to be tugged further under by their reedy binds,
Sinuous thick Sargasso; prompt fulfiller of a predicted
Date’s departure: to die punctually, with compunction....

Ever since The Fall, Adam felt the churning in the pitch-
Dark snake-pit of his writhing belly; an indescribable

Edge, a ploughing of the gut, a knotting, wrenching, retching —
Abrupt as the sharp tang of that apple; but more violently
Nauseating, like a fork of lightning thrust in the navel,

Then twisting; a bolt of thunder — almost recumbentibus;

A drenching of inextinguishable Dread... but of what..?

What might befall? What might lie ahead? This abdominal
Treadmill kept dredging its interminable message....
Something must have happened to trigger this.... The shadow
Of an answer formed his soul’s core and slowly wormed

Out from the bitten apple of his head’s corrupting gourd —
Something ominous and moist insinuated itself,

Something slippery and serpentine, bruising before his eyes;
He swore he’d glimpsed this movement once before —

In the corner of his soul, but which vanished at his turn,

Or so he’d thought, leaching his numinous innocence,
Damping out immanence; clammy, ungraspable

Thing — Guilt, Conscience, incubus of sublimation....
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Even before he’d bitten from the fruit he felt this
Churning inside, the vertiginous wheeling of mind,
Mental dizziness, shivering, stretched skin prickling,
Mouth parching, gut churning with a kind of hunger
Food only feeds, as with tapeworms in the bowels;

But this time he recognised what this feeling was,
Unpalatable as apple pips, rudimental disruption,

Deep disturbance, scrape of consciousness’ tectonic plates,
Sudden edge, strange verge, grave craving, apprehension
Spiking appetite — it was more than mere vigilance:
Angst, anxiety, an anti-feeling that precedes the sins

It thus precludes, pre-empts through proleptic penance,
Perpetual anticipation of... nothing; inflicts

A churning punishment in the pit of the stomach

For sins uncommitted — Guilt’s gristle, undigested....
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RAGGED ANGEL (IN RED CABBAGE)
i.m. Sgren Aabye Kierkegaard (5 May 1813-11 November 1855)

Argonaut of Angst — Sgren Aabye Kierkegaard;

Forty-two years in the blink of an eye, gjeblikket of Being....
Under rustic cloak of outward sternness his haggard father
Contained earthquakes of Yahweh’s wrath, tectonic plates
Of a neurotic God scraping against his biblical conscience:
He believed an Abrahamic curse predestined his children
To predecease him as punishment for blaspheming in

A moment of green rage, and a prenuptial spilling

Of his seed; but his hen-wife, Ane, clasped her chicks close,
Especially Sgren and his brother Peter, the only two

Of seven to outlive the parents.... Young Sgren, a proto-
Torless, determined his own Bildungsroman by exploring
The crooked streets of Copenhagen’s cramped-in poor districts,
Knight of Faith against conventions of his well-heeled class,
He’d not shun society’s outcasts, but would roam alone
Among them, greeting each as his equal.... As a boy

He’d been nicknamed ‘Fork’ for his excoriating tongue

And proneness to quips — yet he looked so fragile, a ragged
Angel always wearing the same red cabbage-coloured coat....

Grown up, he wore a mask of haunted beauty, gloomy
Handsomeness, a dourer Adonis with a shock

Of blond hair and almond-shaped eyes beset with pupils
Like cloudy pools — grey-paned soul-windows; but he spurned
Temptations heaped on him by amorous admirers

Of the pulchritudinous sculpture his spirit occupied,

And sipped the sour potion of Keats’s gallipot —

The tonic of bachelorhood: broke off his engagement

To the girl he loved, Regine, a stranger he’d recognised
At first sight, felt he’d always known - ‘like all knowledge
Love is recollection’; but he felt bound, as Abraham
With Isaac (and Keats with Brawne), to sacrifice his
Fiancé of finitude and their future for the infinite
Resignation that would bring him closer to his cold-
Shouldered God - or Goddess, demiurge, Gaia, anima,
Muse: the shadow-woman dormant in Man, shrub

Of His inner-rib, incubus of His aborted womb,
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Overwhelming for sensitive men, demanding of them
Heart-sacrifices; so it was for Kierkegaard, as for

Keats before him, mythical archetypes, Aeneas and
Orpheus — Regine and Francis, their Dido and Eurydice....

Sgren was only able to ‘swim in life’, and, if needs must,
Upstream, splashing against the rapids (for all humans are
Salmon, always leaping forward back to brackish origins),
But he felt ‘too heavy’ to levitate for long in love’s
‘Mystical hovering’ — its luxurious prison brought out

A chthonic Houdini in him, keen to break the chains,
Untie the knotted sleeves, swim back up to the surface —
Gasping escapology; so he released Regine from her
Obligation (she’d become, in time, Schlegel née Olsen),
And by so doing released his spirit from its submergence —
And with this purgation gushed aphorisms, speculations,
Philosophical discourses, much gnashing of teeth, Fear
And Trembling; he felt too angst-ridden for marriage,

Too melancholic for children; his celibate pledge:

“To find the idea for which I can live and die’....

Adam’s Sin adumbrated him, and all humankind,

Infinite guilt rooted in the shadow of Eden — pumpkin

Of compunction; and Guilt, the wrinkled gourd of that apple,
A grating rind, the grind of Angst, for which the only
Analgesic he could alchemise was Hidden Inwardness,

His own Negative Capability of reflective grief

And resignation, since God dwelt within us, so we must
Nurture the inner-life; “To be or not to be’, as Hamlet,

That other angsting Dane, had put it — to act or not to act,
According to Kierkegaard; the Either/Or of existence,

The choice between the World or God; and it was in this
Hinterland most of us dwelt, in realms of resignation,
Free-floating grief, and anxiety that springs vertiginously
From freedom’s ‘dizziness’ — such chronic indecision

Made up the path of broken glass trod by Adam’s scions —
Though in most it slept, blunted, but still splintering,
Festering in necessary recesses; in more ruminating

Minds it swung as giant pendulums, and, had Kierkegaard
Realised, pounded as loud in another Copenhagener

Of the pen, Hans Christian Andersen, who trod his intrusive
Thoughts through marshy fairy tales, galoshes anguishing....
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Critics soaked in the backwash of Kierkegaard’s fractious
Heteronyms, a species of punning nom de plumes —
Victor Eremita, Johannes de Silentio, Nicolaus Notabene,
Constantin Constantius, Vigilius Haufniensis, Hilarius
Bookbinder, Anti-Climacus, Inter et Inter, et al — who
Answered back in variant tones, although their reclusive
Creator resorted to his own name during the protracted
‘Corsair Affair’, a periodical spat of splitting hairs with
Meir Aron Goldschmidt; then, later, in the posthumous
Fudge for Yourselves!, Kierkegaard targeted the Danish
Church, declaring the pyrrhic triumph of Christianity
For having ‘completely conquered’ the world and thereby
‘Abolished’ itself! On completing this last parting-shot
Manuscript, exhausted, Kierkegaard collapsed

In a Copenhagen street, unable to be resuscitated

Due to some ‘complication’ incubated since a childhood
Accident, some inner-bruising on the brain harboured
There ever since his little ‘Fork’ fell out of a tree....

Had he been attempting to reach an apple atop another
Imbroglio of knowledge-boughs before he toppled?

If so, presumably the apple had been left unbitten,

Albeit slightly bruised... and a bit less forbidden...?

Qjeblikket: the moment/instant from gjeblik ‘blink of an eye, moment’ (Danish),
also the title of a treatise against the Danish Church by Kierkegaard
Torless: The Confusions of Young Torless by Robert Musil (1906)

Bildungsroman: novel of formation/education/culture (Germanic)
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THE ANXIOUS LIONS

Flat and cream-white against the hatchbacks of the street,
Like a giant Staffordshire Flatback turned back-to-front
On a mantelpiece, leaning slightly, strikingly
Unremarkable — few notice it, unless one points out

Its scrollwork of empurpled shadows almost regal
Against the austerity of twilight — or for its crooked
Shabby-Classical portico — which somehow supports itself
Like a half-developed premise, in spite of a weighty,
Protruding stucco firmament, to all appearances,

In defiance of gravity, re-sculpting Physics —

Over which lounges one white moulded lion, reclining,
Its’ glazing faintly crazed, paunch perceptibly peeling,
Marble mane moulting, while underneath glare

Two smaller leonine heads captured mid-roar

Atop each near-symmetrical pilaster, like bookends
Either end of a faded-elegant, faintly unloved,
Almost-ornate mantelshelf (like those stone resin bookends
I recently purchased for next to nothing, a lion

And a unicorn, to keep my books from spilling

Off the shelf); and either side of its flaky black door

The nouns LION and HOUSE shout out — or rather, roar —
In large black lettering under the glowering lions,

My mangy guardians — this is my refuge at the fag-end
Of a year besieged by bereavements, both of the dearly
Departed and the still-living but alighted;

My haggard refuge from a hollow howling world

Of bygone goodness but dependable belligerence,
Boisterousness, avarice, acquisitiveness, greed

And disregard, judgement and stigma; this winter we

Are in Narnia in Aslan’s absence, a white-coated

Realm ruptured with hoar frost, petrified at its heart

By a pallid Chancellor with whom pleas of mercy

Cut no ice, while mythological growth pokes through
The green-concealing snow, though mostly only

Tiny tufts chewed by fleecy ruminants as cud —

And the crudely moulded but boldly coloured
Staffordshire Flatback of tricorned Dick Turpin
Clip-clopping astride Black Bess stares astutely

From my high-stacked bookcase, polite clodhopper,
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Oblivious from its vantage-point of 18™ century
Potteries, a rustic antique of proletarian
Craftsmanship, sculpted in naif-relief by artisans’
Uninstructed hands, baked, then painted gauchely

In un-integrated colours, and finally dipped in glaze;
But in this humble-tumble bachelor flat halfway
Down this car-humming through-street, I have my
Proud if sloughing lions guarding me close by

The bruised embrasure of my front window

Where I sit, write and remember — though the wind
Remembers for me, boisterously; howls through
Milton Road, howls with the sea, a wassailing

Of salty Brighton banshees inland-bound — only

The roaring of the guarding lions can drown

The howling of the southerly wind funnelling through
This side-thought of a street, where it tumbles up
Against northerly gusts.... I’'m still here, just about,
But nagging doubts gnaw me, tug at my gut

Like the numbly plumbing umbilical hernia

Caused by long months coughing-up pea-soup sputum
Brought on by black mould on a basement flat ceiling,
Prompting a rupture in my stomach lining;

And now this cumbersome shrub in my belly strains
Like an incubus, a sprouting damp-fungus of the gut —
Strange how it buds during this bereavement from
My mother’s autumn passing, as if something nudges
In me to be near her again, re-establish bonding

With a womb now buried in the lime with worms;
Perhaps it’s best to have it nipped in the bud, sown up,
And thereby snip the numinous cord that still ties me
To her memory like a thread of ectoplasm....

How is it the festive time glitters with tinselled thoughts
On death...? Each day I try to quantify how likely

I am to stay alive for the foreseeable future,

All my many ailments, afflictions, tobacco addiction
Taken into account; and how to catch ahead my

Thoughts on future compositions, poems, narratives,

To trail up to my ultimate turning.... How we word-worms
Burrow down, how we poet-caterpillars cocoon

Ourselves in anticipation of posthumous wings....
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But at least for now I feel safe and guarded by those
Leopards couchant guardant outside my window, those
Shelleyean lions holding vigil over my
Unvanquishable doubts: they guard the redoubt of my
Embattled thoughts, obsessions — the Latin: obsessus,
To be besieged — blunting the edge of these digs for my
Didymus, an emplacement for my displacement,
Unhampered by damp and black mould as the bird-hide
Of a basement backroom I clambered from to moor
Here in a studio flat’s brown studies.... No mauling
Of the winds can knock those lions down, no howls
Drown them out, they roar louder than the storms
Tossing in from the sea.... Though sometimes, stalked
By Kierkegaard, I think I see my own grimacing face,
Harassed and faintly menaced, in place of their fiercer
Expressions, fulminating visages, stone ovals

Surmounted by flaming manes, those ever-vigilant lions....

But, I hope, I am protected too by the namesake

Of this Road, whose once darkening sights turned
To permanent shadow under the ample brim

Of his Puritan capotain — Milton, such a solid name,
So rooted, as the stone he used to sit on by a roadside
To escape nuptial pandemonium, planted deep

As an ancient tree whose roots hook themselves
Immovably into the black loam — and so I might
Just come to think of this cramped studio of shadows
Honeycombed in Lion House, partitioned into

Tiny flats, as more than simply a stopping-point —

I might come to call it Home.... But for the time
Being it will be my proto-tomb, an antechamber

To future feeling, a marble mausoleum guarded

By those anxious stucco lions until I’m ready to
Re-emerge, be born again, roar back from the womb
Of my howling rooms for another mauling of World....
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THE BLOOM

You who have seen the beauty in the poem
are its most essential part:

The depth and meaning you see in it
pollinate its’ anther-heart;

Pump the valves that bloom the blood
that make its’ letters start —

Without your plumbing eye the poem
calcifies to Art.
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