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Foreword

Poetry’s primary task is to break, blow, burn and make us new. It is
also, at other times, to perplex and unsettle, to keep us somewhat
unstable and open to change. If some of the poems gathered here bring
about either of these states, then I am more than satisfied. 

These poems have been written over the last twenty eight years. They
have been selected from seven previous volumes, the first being
published in 1978, the last in 2005. I have discarded all poems that
seemed to me to fail for whatever reason. I have kept revisions to a
minimum, deciding (after some struggle) I had little choice but to
accept the voice each poem was originally written in. 

I have added or cut a few section headings but only to make the
thematic concerns clearer or to enhance the flow of the poems. In all
cases, the changes have been minimal.

Finally, I have added a number of new poems at the end. I hope these
express further developments in my work, so that The Flowering of
Flint is not only retrospective but, also, prospective—for I would like
to think that I am not comfortably settling down, but keeping faith
with the ineffable spirit of life itself.

Peter Abbs
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From

For Man and Islands
1978
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Prelude

Where would you lead
me and what

would you have of
me, restless

and enigmatic
spirit? In

the enclosed garden
it is again

Autumn. Sycamore
leaves litter the

small paths—
the jagged leaves’

edges are turned
inwards and everywhere

their yellowness is
marred and blotched

with blight. In
the garden

the lemon light grows
faint. Yet what

are you doing
here, lover of

strange mists and burning
aromas,

at the open
gate standing with

the palms of your
hands showing? Will

you wait as
I approach and

let me read and
go where the lines

take me?

[ 3 ]
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The Word

You suggest and
provoke until
I chase,

chase you wherever
you will,
I would, but

where do you
go,
down which

turning, into
which
unused chapel of truth,

so many the turnings,
crosses,
ends, I do not know—

yet, tantalizer, how
can I
forget how

you beckon so, what
you would
promise

in your lithe movement,
not to be mine,
grace

in my city,
out
of my power.

[ 4 ]
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It

It skulks in the mind’s undergrowth
in the dark thickets
it quivers close to the bed of rivers
a snake through the conflagration of grass
it is acquainted with stones and roots
has wound itself many times round
the dripping tentacles of nature

at dusk it flies through the warp and weft of shadows
compounds the darkness
till large familiar things loom forward
bulked with strangeness
blackness humped upon blackness
through which it lilts and slips

where do I stand but where it was
and is no longer though
something of its essence always lingers
hangs frailly in the morning
from the bent bough’s sodden foliage
pervades a corner of the garden
a turning of the road

disquieted I poke the ground
dank arching grass blank stones
a thistlehead unloads its seeds
a bird flits through the charcoal thickets
the silence drums
I tread near the edge of some archaic memory
I can never reach
and spill a brief life writing
to allay the ache of it

[ 5 ]
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The Death of Three Cocks

He came punctually, at eleven, the hour he said.
I took him to the shed.
He upturned the first bird
And slipped the knife into its neck.

More crimson than its crown,
The blood dripped to the ground—
Shocking in its redness—
And with one hand he kept the rent

Neck down. Mildly, he said
I have seen this since I was a child
Following the heels of the butcher
Round the farms.

With a kind of inward dread I took
The dead bird from his hands.
There was such commotion in its legs
And pinions, it appalled to hold it.

Obedient to the last transmission
Of the will, its mottled wings
Still fluttered, shut and shuddered—
Would not stay still.

Yet I must stand and watch
The next two go, wedged upside down between
The farmer’s legs, to know
That somewhere in that ruffled sheen

My neighbour’s knife had broken through
And watch the bird’s panic and premonition ebb
As across their bright bead eyes
Slowly the coarse lids drooped and set.

[ 6 ]
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Furtively, I shovelled soil upon the blood.
The children must not know nor guess.
It is the last time! Once is enough! I said.
For hours I gathered up the incriminating fluff.

At the farm that afternoon another batch of cocks were bled.

[ 7 ]
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Evening after the Maelstrom

for the Darlington Family

It is evening, after the maelstrom,
After the upturning,
Burning and devastation of cities,
As reported on radio—
And (briefly) on television.
And prophesied in the last newspapers.

The herd stand by the farm’s gate,
Dumb and enduring.
Even in this breeze, bitter
With mountain mist and drizzle,
Their ribbed flanks are calm as boulders—
Only their frayed tails twitching.

They have stood there
Ten thousand years, bulging
Eyes staring down
The dark track, trailing back
Through the charred centuries,
To the first spark of history.

Slathering, their warm breath
Wreathes the air; they await
Man’s archaic canticle to cattle,
And a half-simple girl who wades
Slowly through the slang’s
Slop and mud to guide them in.

The door opens on to dusty hay,
Bedding for a dozen animals.
Through the dark slates’ cracks light
Needles the barbarian night—
Inside, at the finger’s touch,
Thick milk drums into the pails.

[ 8 ]
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From

Songs of a New Taliesin
1981
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Good Friday

And on the Friday
Mary Magdalene
came to her Christ,

hung on the cross,
a noble bird,
stripped of his plumage,

his white skin
ripped, his quivering wings
pinned to the wood,

and she lay with him
and in his great pain
he made manifest his love.

And on the next day
the bloody tree
burst into bud,

and migrating flocks perched
on the outstretched arms.
And there was song.

[ 11 ]
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This Nomadic God

1

When the God was born on the hill we stayed inside.

2

When we spotted in the valley his bloody caul making the
stream all red,

Somewhat repelled, we walked away.

3

When on the same night we stared into his great eye
Glaring through our window we switched off the light;
We said: There can be no such thing.
Not in our times, 2000 Anno Domini.

4

When in the darkness he dared to rise through the basement of
our house

We fumbled for the light and cried: Ah! Dreams!—and their archaic
remnants.
For we had read the literature. And sighed, relieved.

5

Later, when the trees’ leaves shrivelled yellow,
Later, when the bent bracken bled profusely,
Later, when the low snow clouds shed their icy shingle,
Later, when the white river no longer flowed but lay nailed to its

own bed—
If you remember—and to be fair—we were both rather busy;
There were forms to sign, bills to clear,
And the house—it stood in constant need of attention and repair.

[ 12 ]
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6

Yet still the conjuror-god casts his signs about,
Daily scrawls his icons on the shifting sands;
Above reeling cities brushes his gentle ideograms,
On concrete slabs executes his reckless graffiti.

7

And still, on random days, he knocks on our locked door
Many times. Incisive knocks. Insistent. What would he have of

us?
This trickster salesman, this nomadic god? If we let him in,
Would he annihilate our private space?
At our table does he want a simple place?
Is it that he wants a glass of wine? A slice of bread?
Two stale lives to transubstantiate?

[ 13 ]
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From

Icons of Time
1991
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Prologue
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Who I Am

He did not observe that with all his efforts he made no advance—

meeting no resistance that might, as it were, serve as a support upon

which he could take a stand, to which he could apply his powers,

and so set his understanding in motion.

Kant

What is it that I do? This dizzy spinning
Of myself. This geometric cobweb that I make
From my own entrails. Intractable substance,
Obsessively shaped to a fine thread.
Part fact. Part fabulation. An obscure agent
In me fashioning the dark strands into pattern.
A design, somehow redemptive, however difficult.
What was could not have been otherwise.
There’s a kind of freedom in admitting it.
Facts are weights. They tether random flight,
The delusions of Icarus, the Romantic type.
Filament by filament, inch by inch, I make
This architecture: a bound and limited life.
What I have struggled with is who I am.

[ 19 ]
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