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Material Properties


What am I doing? A riddle

from a thousandmebbe years ago.

A sort of translation, yes.

Why this one? God. Good question. The answer? Oh,

to the riddle. Well, it

shifts, starting out as skin,

a hide, a calf’s most likely, but then this calfskin,

which is speaking, by the way, and

pissed off at losing its insides, gets dunked, probably in

powder-of-lime and water, is pegged in the sun, then scraped

to take off its hairs – I read on Wikipedia that this is called

‘scudding’ and is still done

with a dull crescent moon-

shaped knife. So this skin is telling how it’s being put through

what is a kinda

torment process, in which it’s cut,

folded and, although already dead, pretty much

martyred all over again

into what turns out to be

vellum for book pages. You realise it’s vellum

because there’s this lovely fugles

wyn bit, like a riddle

in the riddle, when the calfskin says something like:

‘and the bird’s joy/spread (or dripped) worthy’ –

isn’t worthy such a veneer

word in our English? – ‘and the bird’s joy/spread (or dripped) worthy

drops over me’, and ‘bird’s joy’ is

fugles wyn;

and these lines about the fugles wyn spreading or dripping

worthy drops are followed by lines even more compressed

in which there’s a brown border

or rim and a swallower of

‘tree-dye’ and ‘stream-dole’;

and I’m still not sure if the bird’s joy is

the swallower or if

the bird’s joy – because the calfskin also says the bird’s joy steps –

is stepping over the rim of a

something else (perhaps

an inkhorn?) and it’s that something else that’s swallowed tree-dye and a share of the stream.

But however you unpack these lines,

the bird’s joy is said to step

again and again onto the calfskin and, as it travels, to leave

dark tracks. Fugles

wyn. I can’t help but see

bugles. Hold on. Isn’t there an actual

fugle horn? Ah, no – it’s a FLUGELhorn, isn’t it. I wonder if

the derivation is, like,

the same? But anyway, fugles wyn: bird’s

joy. And this tiny kenning in the main

riddle is asking you: what is a bird’s joy?

I know. Singing

is what you’d think

for sure, but it’s actually a bird’s

feathers, specifically

the feather of a goose, for writing with – a quill; and then

tree-dye is black gall from the oak-apple

and water doled out from a stream

is what loosens the gall for dipping into

and the travelling feather is the quill

writing with gall across the parchment.

But this bird’s had its feathers plucked,

so its life taken, just as the calf has,

so half-hidden in this speech by a calfskin

is a bird killed merely to enable us

to get on with our hi-tech human schtick.

It’s like the riddle is suggesting that our straight-up,

relentlessly fabricating cleverness embeds

suffering and death in the days

of our non-human earth-mates, who seem more often than not

delightedly alive before we employ them

ingeniously as their separated parts. Is this why I’m drawn

to this riddle? The kinda ethical/

eco angle? No, because I can’t

jemmy all this material into the translation or version, or whatever you wanna

call it, because the nub is how,

once the vellum sheets are written onto,

and probably illuminated too,

they’re gathered between boards and bound,

then the bindings are embellished with gold

and other gorgeous metalwork, and what speaks now

is not just calfskin, not just vellum, but this object that incorporates

the vellum and has a name, which is the name

we’re actually asked to solve the riddle with, and which is most likely

‘gospel’, the calfskin having

suffered and through that suffering

been elevated from dead skin into this new object of

sacred power that carries, and is charged

with revealing, you know, the Living Word.

And it just occurs to me

that there’s something

significant in this, too: here’s a calfskin

speaking and surely,

once manufactured into the pages of a gospel,

this calfskin can also be said to

speak as a book is said

to speak, but might here be said to speak in the actual

voice of God. This makes me think, in the way

the Exeter Book riddles do

over and over again, about listening and how, as all the riddles do, this riddle

tilts any sense of where a voice is

really coming from, so the very apparatus

with which I’m equipped

to listen – all that

stuff of expectation, social and cultural

experience, learning, convention,

conviction, prejudice, innocence or

sophistication, faith or lack of faith – all

that stuff I hear with, this riddle tests and challenges,

laying open to the raw

my being, which is always

with other beings in the world.

And I remember my friend Ian

telling me about working in the abattoir

near Langholm and how for a good while

afterwards a wet hide will twitch.






I Try to Explain a Flower


to my son, who would take apart

whatever caught his eye if

I let him. Something happens

in the dark to make boldness

a necessity. Yes, the flower is

saying something somehow

and we must let it. Heartfelt.

It means the heart has little

hands and pats its pockets

like Daddy when he’s trying

to remember where he put

whatever he keeps closest.

Yes, money most of the time

or the front door key. No,

you don’t need a key to

open a flower, but money

is beautiful, in a way, like

lots of things we might not see

for seeing all the time, or don’t

see but dream of. Dreaming

is a kind of worry, yes, and a

flower, happening as it does

in the dark. Someone knows

why, but not Daddy. Don’t

touch. You can feel by looking.

Then we’ll do something.






Little Things


The days are long, the borage flowers blue

and our back yard vibrating now with bees

and hoverflies. We know there should be more.

Memory’s sunlight swarms with little things

and remembered moonlit darkness, too,

when even from inside we’d hear their wings

beating like eyelashes. So many eyes

beating at both sides of the glass, the air

alive and us back then. Our memories:

what use are they? The getting in our hair,

our mouths, the flutter-tickle on our skins.

The world is what you touch, what touches you.

They visited, alighting on our bodies,

and we thought hardly anything was there.






Testament


Guess what? I only fall

to triumph, and come the ransacked

treasure’s ooze, I’m Fortress

Failwell, my guts ripped out

and where those gold

insides were, smoke and staggered

soldiers. Some stronghold.

But you’ve got a mouth, right?

Then in it is the summer,

meadows and daylight,

slowed to that sweet

stickiness on your tongue

with which, though lost, I speak.






Eviction


The thing I saw had horns

and between them carried silver

to a stopping place on the high street

where it meant to build a stronghold

and oversee all realms from that lofty seat.

Transfixed, I saw brightness enough

in its keeping to do just that.

Then up over the wall of the world

climbed one known to all on earth,

a bailiff who repossessed

the house of air and turned out

the squatter, driving it west

to its true and empty estate.

Dust rose, dew fell. The night was gone.

Who knew then what path that thing was on?






Light Years


Spiders have concentrated

last night into little star-maps in this morning’s grass

and wedged in the blackthorn is a moss-lined nest,

its piecework interior all pea-greens and limes,

all fox hair and tats of brilliant human thread.

And under and over, over and through,

weaving out of nothing the minute,

tacking the minute to hours, hours to days and days to lifetimes,

the song that would say ‘to weep’

in my language is tu-weep, tu-weep, tu-weep-ing without rest.

But who isn’t tired of what we do

with the world translated

out of its own music and into ours?

Birdsong a sorrow, lengths of silk light years.




OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Title page



			Dedication page



			Contents



			Epigraph page



			Material Properties



			I Try to Explain a Flower



			Little Things



			Testament



			Eviction



			Light Years



			Valentine



			Galanthus



			The Influence



			Moon Quilt Essay



			She-Fox



			Pelt



			Skulk



			Dumbshow



			Dream of a Blackboard Left a Lifetime with Mrs Harvey’s Writing On



			Block



			Crier by Royal Appointment to Britain’s Municipal Parks and Waterways



			Catch



			Poseidon, Whitley Bay



			Emergency



			Down



			Hedgerow



			For a Librarian Surveying Lichen



			Transcript



			Mr Blackbird Here



			Mr Blackbird Gone



			Little Somethings



			The Whoosh



			Mr Melty-Face



			Blackwood Rag



			Presidential



			Poem with a Twenty-Year Gap



			Wherefore and Whatnot



			The Coalman



			The Red Man



			The Creature



			Author’s Note



			About the Author



			Also by Jacob Polley



			Copyright page











Guide





			Cover



			Title page



			Contents













		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x

   

		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		i



		ii



		iv











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PICADOR POETRY






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





