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About the Book

To make a testament is to attempt to pass on what matters most. In his seventh full-length collection of poems Robert Crawford writes of love, loss, belief, and commitment. Whether in intimate erotic lyrics or in a sustained engagement with the politics of Scottish independence he writes with passion, wit, and assurance about struggles to pass on values and treasures. The book opens with a sequence of love poems, and closes with ‘Testament’, a startlingly fresh gathering of deftly rhymed paraphrases based on the New Testament. Whether making versions of Cavafy or elegising fellow poet Mick Imlah, or writing how a father hands on a piece of marble to his son, Robert Crawford shows in Testament how poetry can communicate from generation to generation aspects of what makes us most vulnerably and engagingly human.


About the Author

Robert Crawford was born in Lanarkshire in 1959. His Selected Poems was published in 2005, and his most recent book of poetry, Full Volume, three years later. Author of Scotland’s Books (Penguin, 2007) and co-editor of The Penguin Book of Scottish Verse, Robert Crawford is Professor of Modern Scottish Literature at the University of St Andrews. His biography of Robert Burns was Saltire Book of the Year 2009. He is writing a biography of T. S. Eliot to be published by Cape.
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If you unlock

What is locked inside you

What is inside you

Will save you,

But if you never unlock

What is inside you,

That is the lack

That will kill.

The Gospel of Thomas, 70


HARD-WEARING FLOWERS


NIGHTINGALE FLOOR

Odalisque, so pendulous and slim,

As I nibble and lick your oxter,

Glutted with the rush of your curves,

I image us as a nightingale floor,

All perfect plainness, tiny cries

Born from surprise, ecstatic danger,

Dovetailed with joinerwork of love

As we fit together, tongue and groove.


LONGING

Over the standing stones of Machrie Moor

Starlight discharges midges across Arran.

The sea is a heron’s breast; desire

Moist lips in front of banked thunderclouds.

 

Daylight, an orthopaedic surgeon,

Resets the nation’s bones,

Realigns the cave of Robert the Bruce

With mobile-phone masts, fingers veins of whin

Shining along the pit bings of Lanarkshire, attuning

Hip-hop to incunabula.

 

Kissed nipples; water sucked through a straw;

Slow, body-heat pull; stashed pollen

Carried in a shirt, catkin kisses,

As you close your eyes, then open again,

Intimate places tallied and caressed –

Hand-smoothed kegs of butter.

 

Let the cold British Empire statues

Weigh down our squares. We’ll slip

Into start-up now, fields stubbly with orchids,

City streets laceworked with light,

Everything we were threatened with and scared out of

 

Bright today, wedded to our independence,

The held look, the Luckenbooth brooch.


TREPIDATION

The leaves are leaving the trees, and you will be leaving.

The waves are beating as always on the castle rocks.

This day will pass. I have got it over with,

Said what had to be said, and heard

What I never wanted to hear.

I shall sit, reading Candia McWilliam,

And listening so intently I’ll catch,

Miles off, a night train approaching.

I shall listen for you as long as I live,

Listening in sickness, listening in health,

As McWilliam listens, not just around corners,

But to birds’ nests woven in hawthorn hedges,

‘Right into the egg within the nest.’
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