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                                   DEDICATION 
 

To Vladimir and Estragon. 
 

When I was nineteen I went to see Samuel Becket’s play ‘Waiting for Godot.’ Usually, when I 
went to the theatre, it was with friends, but this time I wanted to be alone. I wasn't sure 
how my friends would react - not to the play but to my interest in it. So I sat there, watching 
the antics of two strange characters called Vladimir and Estragon (Didi and Gogo to each 
other). At some point I could hear, in my own mind, these words:  

 

- Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani.  
 

If you want to know what they mean, imagine you are Jesus Christ nailed to a cross and 
about to die. Then roar out:  

 

- Eloi, eloi lama sabachthani!  
 

- My God, my God, why have you forsaken me. 
 
 
 

The play is about Didi and Gogo passing the time as they wait for Monsieur Godot, but the 
play ends before Monsieur Godot arrives. I like Didi and Gogo. I like the way they live in 
hope instead of sitting back and looking on and knowing everything and doing nothing. The 
poems which follow were written with Didi and Gogo in mind and my hope is that one day 
you or I might meet them face to face and recite one of my poems. I think Didi and Gogo 
would like what I have written. 
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PROLOGUE - the icon. 
 

Beneath the haloed bearded mask 

reflecting fragments lie. They ask  

one question with four parts 

of me which make me partly sad 

and here our playful saga starts: 

 

Dublin south-sider, 

aging Jesuit, 

bruised male, 

Irish Catholic. 

 

  Down all the days 

I call his name and sing his praise 

  and wonder what makes Mad Messiah mad. 
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Fragment – Dublin Southsider. 
 

We civilized well-spoken folk of Dublin town 

with solemn eye and roguish frown 

have long admired the smooth  displays 

and scornful tone and biting ways 

of  hatred’s hero, smiling, born to win. 

 

But in this lonely ancient place, 

on the grey half-buried skin 

of the hero’s frozen face 

in bitter etchings of remorse, 

hatred’s charm has run its course. 
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i. Killer Cain. 

 
When Killer Cain had done his worst, 
he was vigorously cursed 
and, with melancholy air, 
began to wander here and there 
and found that every door was closed 
and every heart aggrieved and ill-disposed. 
  
Just when all hope had gone 
and Cain was heaving tearful sighs 
a curling gliding creature came along 
with slender tail and sympathetic eyes: 
  

We knew your parents well. 
We took their part when they so swiftly fell 
from grace and were so tragically maligned. 
Here at the world’s remotest end 
our outcast breed will always be inclined  
to greet a child of Adam as a friend. 
 
We know all about misanthropy and strife 
and how one brother  
might so easily kill another  
with a knife 

  
and we greet 
your story with that eagerness 
with which unswerving sharks express 
their love for meat. 
  
It’s only fair to mention  
an enduring source of tension 
on these distant shores - 
the awkward outsized feet of dinosaurs. 
 
They won’t endure for ever, 
being far too big and not too clever, 
and, with every passing night, 
they sing the same sad song 
of how they are so right 
and how they soon might all be gone. 
  
And finally, we’ve heard reports 
about your wish for solitude. 
 
 
 
…. 
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We fully comprehend 
how the burden of celebrity 
can leave you out of sorts 
and, so, we recommend 
a place where no one will intrude. 
  
There you can wait until the end of time –  
alone and free 
with your story and your crime. 

 

 

 

 

ii. The coming of the Dinosaurs. 

 

 A dinosaur came - of gargantuan girth. 
She was ready to grovel and beg.  
She asked for a soft overgrown plot of earth: 
 
 For I fear I may (th)oon lay an egg! 
  
Only then did the dinosaur recognise 
the smirking lips and scheming eyes 
of a highly skilled and charming snake: 
 

Might I recommend 
a lonely isle on a distant lake 
with a faithful friend? 

  
From time immemorial snakes had agreed, 
as our lady friend figured too well, 
that dinosaur eggs were a tasty feed –  
both the slithery bits and the shell - 
and sadly aware of her limited choice 
she spoke with a scornful edge in her voice: 
 
  No doubt you have a pri(th)e in mind. 
 
The snake with a diffident smile  
began to stealthily unwind: 
 

The very suggestion 
of payment is out of the question!  
Utterly vile! 
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Then up from the valleys, down from the trees, 
out of hedges rivers and seas 
came an obscenely slithering hoard,  
but the dinosaur raised her big flat feet 
and swivelled her head and loudly roared 
and at this unfamiliar sound 
the snakes politely yielded ground, 
contemplating swift retreat. 
 
There are differing views as to how it all ended. 
The snakes insist that friendship was intended 
with an occasional bite - nothing worse - 
but the dinosaurs have always said: 
 

(D)ey’re a fil(t)y and mean diabolical cur(th)e 
and (th)oon we’ll all be dead! 

 

 

 

 

iii. The little Dinosaur and his big sister. 

 
Two little dinosaurs one day 
set out on a journey side by side. 
One was timid and dreamy-eyed 
and he raised his head in a hopeful way: 
  

Will you (th)ing me a (th)ong? 
  
She looked down – quite at a loss  
for words and terribly cross: 
  

What are you (t’)inkin’ of? Don’t be a fool. 
We never (th)ing (th)ong(th) on the way to (th)chool! 

  
With a keenly felt and tragic pout 
his nethermost lip came curling out, 
but sister swiftly took firm charge 
her pointed finger looming large: 
  

If you (th)tart making an unholy show, 
the bigger boy(th) will give you hell 
and I will have you know  
(d)ey’ll be blackguardin’ me a(th) well! 
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The little fellow turned his head; 
he sadly gazed and quietly said: 
   

- Would (d)ey be (th)ayin’ bad (t’)ing(th) to you? 
  
- You’d better believe it boy. (D)ey would too! 

 
With head held high and lip uncurled 
he was ready for a brave new world 
and long before the day was out 
he was able to push and shove and shout. 
  
Now his sister had warned from the very start 
that snakes were mean and smiley and smart, 
but he wasn’t prepared for the venomous glee  
of a villainous snake, 
who jeered at the Dinosaur family 
one day near the end of break. 
  
Little brother called for an honest fight, 
but the snake lashed out with fearsome guile 
and then, with a curious smile, 
drew back to inspect 
every delicate effect 
of his well-placed bite. 
  
The little fellow fell to the ground 
and the cowardly snake, with sickening skill, 
got ready for the kill. 
Then, as from a distant heavenly shore, 
he heard big sister’s thundering roar: 
  

Beat hi(th) dirty little hide 
and leave no(tt)in’ in(th)ide!  

  
The devious and gloating snake 
had lowered his guard - a stupid mistake - 
and little brother gave him a clatter on the head 
and his eyes went black and his nostrils bled 
and the whole school started to rejoice 
as he went home howling at the top of his voice. 
  

*    *    * 
Years and decades lumbered by 
but big sister never forgot  
the day when she saw him swiftly fly 
like an arrow to hit the spot. 
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It was better by far than the glorious day  
when, with frowning resolute flair, 
he took the slitter in mid-air  
and sent it curving sweetly under the bar. 
  
Each year, when his family came to stay 
they drove in a smart but reliable car 
and the children saluted passers by 
with a wave of the hand and a hesitant ‘hi.’ 
 
They listened with bemused respect 
as their aunt would brazenly connect 
her rough-hewn world to theirs: 
 

In (th)pite of his wife with her elegant air(th) 
and his hou(th)e with the glorious(th) view 
of he (th)ea on Merrion Avenue, 
I’ll alway[th] remember that day when he (th)parred 
with a (th)ilppery devil in the old (th)chool yard. 
He’(th) come a long way but, tru(t’) to tell, 
he’(th) (th)ill fightin’ (th)nakes and  he’(th) fightin’ well. 
  

On hearing this enchanted lore 
from an ancient far off place 
they were eager to find out more 
on the journey home, 
but all their curiosity  
broke like crashing foam 
along the silent dignity 
of dad’s determined face. 
  
They retreated to the soft refrain  
of tyres swishing in the rain, 
and window wipers waving their hands in the night - 
right, left, right, left, right. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

iv. The quivering Rattle Snake. 

When changing tides allow  
the yawning mile of Dublin Bay 
lays bare the troubled brow 
of the quivering Rattle Snake. 
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There are those in Dublin town 
who greet her story with a frown 
but many are proud of the way, 
in which she rudely brought awake 
the self-contented scene: 
  

When the day is cold 
at the water’s edge   
and the air is clean 
beneath the blue still sky, 
I come in restive mood 
to this unlikely hermitage 
and watch my thoughts unfold 
and, in that sweet pride of solitude, 
I hear a distant fearful cry 
floating on the winter sea. 
  
The simple beauty of that sound – 
cuts through the tidy ground 
of Dublin’s narcissistic mile 
with the untouched ancient guile  
of wounded memory. 
  

Rattle Snake disappeared that day. 
The news went about in a furtive way 
calling for funeral rites to begin 
and many anonymous feet joined in 
from Cavendish Row to Merrion Square, 
talking of why she had gone and where. 
  
In the afternoon breeze 
the doorknobs, the trees  
and a doubtful sky 
saluted the mourners passing by 
and from the shadows of the crowd 
a voice came, clear and loud: 
  

Among the whispered calls 
of cobblestones and warehouse walls 
I saw her in the cold street light 
and her quivering tail was a pitiful sight 
and, when I gently called her name, 
no answer came. 
 
My hands found nothing but her grin 
and her dried out ink marked skin 
and I was alone in the threadbare street 
where bottles and bags and reptiles meet.  
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v. Monsignor Boa Constrictor.  

 
In times gone by  
every danger to the nation’s soul  
was greetted by the watchful  eye 
of the Reverend Monsignor Boa Constrictor.  
He would open his amazing jaw  
and swallow it whole. 
    
His undisputed sway   
among the loyal and the old  
is keenly felt, to this very day,  
and for this reason we hereby present  
his final will and testament:    
 

Thinking of the life I had,  
I contemplate the latter years,  
when every kind of mad  
and brazen masquerade   
came jiving through the land  
with smirks and sneers.   
 
On behalf of all things good,  
I took a disapproving stand  
but the insolent parade  
swept along like a river in flood.  
   
Now my life is ebbing by the hour. 
Deep within me lies a forge  
for every dark and demon trick  
and a putrid slick  
lurks beneath my gorge  
with a taunting and devious power.   
 
Before you frolic in the realm of death,  
draw close and take a sample of my breath.    
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



13 
 

vi. Mother Anaconda. 

 
Mother Anaconda’s girls and boys 
took care to make as little noise  
as possible. If she came through that door, 
those who misbehaved 
(and might end up wicked and depraved) 
would be dealt with from her store 
of finely calculated punishments 
and made to howl and weep and wince. 
  
With acrid mouth and steely eye, 
she noted every strand of uncombed hair 
and every maladjusted tie 
among the wayward children in her care. 
  
She would pounce 
with blinding speed and skill 
on all who dared to mispronounce 
the most trifling syllable. 
  
Then her children came of age 
and the creaking door of the cage 
of terror opened wide 
and, though she resolutely tried 
to counsel and explain  
that their audacity would end in pain, 
they heedlessly began to shout 
and heave and struggle out. 

 
In bleak and pensive mood  
she listened, as her thankless brood 
started calling out her name 
with accumulated howls 
and tight-lipped blame 
and sad offended scowls 
and, preparing for a fight 
with all her whinging enemies, 
she moved, with hardened ease, 
to put them right: 
  

Come forward, fling your stones, 
bring your cameras and your microphones, 
your gasps and groans of disbelief, 
they’ll bring me no more grief 
than I’ve already suffered at your scrawny hands. 
 
 
 



14 
 

I am the one who spent her days, 
enduring all your squawks and brays 
and the wearisome demands 
of runny noses, spelling and addition 
and you dare to call for my contrition! 

  
The simple candour of that moment caught 
the bond between the teacher and the taught. 
Then the stones flew one by one 
until their long awaited work was done 
and all began to quietly disperse, 
proud to rid the country of that curse. 
 
 
 

 

 

vii. The great Black Mamba. 

 
The great Black Mamba’s candid eye 
could see the well-fed rounded lie 
longing fervently to bask 
in the attention of the crowd. 
 
Warming to his task, 
Black Mamba quietly began to hone 
each question like a sculpted fang  
and, raising the microphone 
with smiling agility, 
he swiftly sprang. 
 
The mask of plausibility 
was stripped away and once again 
truth had triumphed. Many were proud  
to see the dawn of such a day. 
 
A deputation of admirers made its way  
up to Black Mamba’s high secluded cave - 

    a place of stone and simple furniture. 
  
With noble chin and eyes demure  
Black Mamba kept the messengers in sight  
and when they arrived and placed their plan 
before his watchful frown - 
that he might be the nation’s judge of right - 
his seldom seen and unaffected charm  
took the timid envoys by surprise: 
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You over-dramatize 
the virtues of this fragile man. 
What I have seen and heard has worn me down. 

  
Smiling at their innocent alarm, 
he invited them to be at home  
at the foot of his leather and chrome   
one legged stool: 
  

Were I to accept your brave request 
and bathe in the shallow pool  
of public glory in this wretched land, 
who could confidently state  
that loyalty would stand the test  
of power? The stony hand  
of treachery would lie in wait. 

  
They raised Black Mamba high 
on his black leather-cushioned seat 
and curled and wound their way 
in an elaborate feat 
down to the people with a resolute cry: 
  

Black Mamba’s bitter judgement must be said!  
  
The people gathered on that day 
to see Black Mamba candidly assess,  
with solemn inclination of his head, 
their integrity and worthiness. 
 
His smile revealed an unexpected sight - 
a mouth the colour of the night.  
 
 
 
 
 

viii. Tony Cobra. 

 
The Cobras as a family were high above reproach. 
They had no time for snakes who sought to pester or encroach 
and they only spat at others who were able to spit back 
(unless they had clear evidence of venomous attack), 
but they thought that the most reputable policy by far  
was to hold themselves aloof  behind the window of the car. 
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The father of the Cobras was a formidable kind; 
his wife, with an elegant turn of mind, 
was noted for intelligence and charm. 
Tony, they had hoped, would be their pride and joy 
but for some hidden reason, some unexplained harm, 
he became a difficult and tiresome boy. 
  
One day when the Cobras were eating together, 
exchanging remarks on the wine and the weather, 
the thoughtful and playful and nonchalant tone 
was disturbed by the tiresome sound of the phone. 
When they answered an old and reliable friend - 
unmistakeably clear at the line’s furthest end - 
was telling them heatedly just what to do: 
  

Turn on the tv! Right now! Channel two! 
  

Tony was appearing 
with a large enamelled earring  
and a skewer through his nose 
on one of the more disreputable shows: 
  

I really have no time 
for those who moan and whine 
at every unsuspecting chat show host 
about their childhood misery. 
I’ve yet to meet the family 
which manages to coast 
along in constant celebration. 
   
The candid telling of a tale 
of youthful desperation 
brings relief, but why not write it down? 
A book of tragedy will never fail 
to help your bank account.  
 
Mine is on sale for a modest amount. 
It details a regretful lack of caring 
sensibility and gives an honest airing 
to the phobias and fears 
which have troubled me since childhood years.  
 

Tony’s parents were alarmed. 
They asked their eldest son, 
who practised law with great success, 
to proffer his opinion: 
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I find clear evidence 
of reputations badly harmed 
by filial abuse, though common sense 
would say that greater haste brings less 
reward. The issues will unfold 

  more clearly when the film rights are sold. 

 

 

ix. Peter Python. 

 
Among his well-trained audience 
Peter Python’s masculine physique 
receives due deference. 
Performing with Olympian skill,  
he likes to place each helper off her guard 
with knowing grin and sly critique. 
  
Yet as he glides into his gown, 
he notes with thoughtful frown, 
that levity has never marred 
their necessary focus on the task 
of knowing when to mop his brow, 
what to proffer, where and how - 
enabling him to bask 
(certain of being fully understood) 
in their devotion for the greater good. 
  
The curtain rises day by day 
on the stage where he alone holds sway 
and effortlessly plays the part 
of noble sovereign, guardian of life 
over open cavity and trembling heart, 
not with a sceptre but a surgeon’s knife. 
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x. Eddie Adder 

 
There are not many,  
who begin without a penny 
and end by making money grow on trees. 
Eddie Adder is one of these. 
  
In his early teens 
as an office boy  
with Fagan Kelly and Molloy,  
he swiftly learnt the ways and means 
of the charming smile and the watchful pen. 

 
Starting with an advantageous loan  
secured with skill and acumen,  
he went out on his own  
and, in due course, became a billionaire. 
  
He was invited to endow a chair,  
by an admiring university  
and, with his famed ability  
to reassure the anxious and perturbed,  
he knew what might be best allowed to lie  
discreetly undisturbed  
as a forest of cranes rose to the sky.  
 
His critics, through the years,  
had spoken with foreboding eyes  
of how his meteoric rise  
would end in tears,  
but confidantes and devotees  
tranquilly betrayed  
not one glimmer of unease  
as Eddie’s smoothly programmed cavalcade  
swept aside all blame.  
 
Then one day a lone accuser came  
calling for his rights in open court:  

 
I carry a compendium of files  
with cheques for curious amounts,  
a trail of foreign bank accounts  
and an auditor’s report  
on the never-ending wiles of the accused.  
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Eddie’s counsel rose to his full height:  
 

My client is saddened and bemused  
and intends to vigorously fight  
every last outrageous claim.  
So it was with deep regret  
this morning, in early hours,  
that he instructed me  
to ask that the hearing be reset  
for a later more convenient date.  
He has been suffering of late  
from a pitilessly throbbing knee  
which has undermined his powers  
of narrative and subtle argument.  
 

From the crowded gallery  
Eddie’s victims, in the throes  
of righteous discontent,  
howled in wounded majesty:  
 

We who have suffered seethed and wept  
are entitled to know where his keys are kept  
and everything his doctor knows.  

    
An order was made to leave no stone unturned,  
until Eddie’s whereabouts  
was known, and soon, amid triumphant shouts,  
the hearing was adjourned  
to a private clinic – on the seventh floor  
with an startling drop to the ground.  
 
His accusers gathered round  
and Eddie saw it was too late.  
He raised his head  
and drew from his deep store  
of charm and plausibility:  

 
Do not underestimate  
how fervently I sympathise  
with the need to earn one’s daily bread,  
but every fool must realise  
that the curse of gullibility,  
along with the accompanying strife,  
is one of those sad realities of life.  
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xi. The Assembly of the Snakes. 

 
Seamus silently endured his fate 
amid the tangled wires of office life - 
the sharpened smiles, the slick routine, 
the well-groomed strife. 
One night, when he was working late, 
he heard an unexpected call: 
  

Leave the clamour of this jaded scene, 
the traffic jams and the suburban sprawl, 
and dedicate your energies instead 
to making pottery and candles and brown bread. 
 

     
He left his briefcase and his tailored coat 
behind and found a small remote 
and friendly place and settled down 
to tranquil productivity 
until, one evening as the sun went down, 
he saw with fearful clarity 
the imposing shadow of a dinosaur.   
 
Excitedly he waited 
maybe seven hours or more - 
every detail annotated, 
every movement, every sound, 
every scratching of the ground - 
till, with the brightening of the day, 
he saw the shadow turn away 
and sink into the furtive slime. 
  
When the Assembly of the Snakes 
asked to hear what Seamus had to say, 
he raised his head with the solemn sway 
of a warrior dance in ancient time: 
 

I saw the beast. My heart still quakes 
at her immeasurable size. 
Her lips were thin, her nostrils wide, 
her spine bizarrely fortified. 
 
With fangs prepared to fight, 
I confronted this alarming sight,  
but she gently closed her eyes 
and drew a breath as if to speak;  
tears rolled down her cheek 
and, whispering my name, 
she returned to whence she came. 
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The scowling lofty headed faction 
had the first, and negative, reaction: 
  

We resolve to hear no more 
of this abominable dinosaur. 

  
A lecturer in ancient Greek 
then raised his head and asked to speak: 
  

Dinosaurs are typically found 
in the sea and underground  
and in some cases have been known to fly, 
but not one of them can cry. 

 
The venomous faction arose shaking many a fist; 
projectiles flew at the chair and missed 
and the air was wildly stung 
by many a dripping fang and forked tongue 
until they heard a lonely shout: 
  

I’m the bea(th)t you are (th)peaking about! 
  
Everybody turned around – 
not a whisper, not a sound. 
Above them stood the dinosaur 
and, limping down to take the floor, 
she innocently tried to win  
them with a well-worn toothless grin. 
  

I (th)uppothe 
that everybody know(th) 
about my lamentable gory 
and (th)imply frightful (th)tory. 
I (th)ee no point in endle(th)ly repeating 
what can be heard at every cro(th)road(th) meeting. 
(Th)ufi(th)e to (th)ay 
(d)at the una(th)uming de(th)ent day 
of dino(th)aur(th) will (th)oon be gone. 
 
I a(th)k for little, 
that my friend(th) might (th)ing a (th)ong 
and (d)at my enemie(th) refrain 
from di(th)paraging my name 
and u(th)ing (th)pittle. 
  

 
 
 
   (…… ) 
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She saw the factions jointly heave 
the most sceptical of sighs. 
They took their leave 
with grim formality 
and weary eyes 
and faces resolutely squared, 
till they gathered in the great outdoors 
defiantly prepared, 
with well-rehearsed dislikes 
and rusty guns and ancient pikes, 
for the showdown with the dinosaurs. 
 

 

 

 

xii. The Mother of Sin. 

 
In the corner of the land 
where snakes pass by with a curious grin 
we are given to understand 
there lives an old snake called the Mother of Sin. 
  
No one remembers how she came  
to be called by such an name 
but nowadays, they all agree, 
she lives unostentatiously. 
  

I am waiting in mid-winter’s dawn 
searching for a way  
to unlock the secrets of the day 
when God alone gave birth, 
when an ocean of uncertainty was filled 
by the distant passion of the sun 
and love first spilled 
its fire upon the earth. 
  
I watched as Adam in his dream 
reached with hope for the skies 
and the sun’s first beam 
drew out the rib of flesh and opened his eyes 
to a companion in creation. 
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I could feel his gaze 
as the loving conversation 
rambled along Eden’s ways, 
until we both came peacefully to rest 
and, among our whisperings, agreed 
that touch and taste had made us blessed 
beyond all need. 
  
But in those moments hidden from the sun 
our lips betrayed that shadow of pretence 
in which the lurking harbinger of grief 
makes lovers discontented with belief. 
  
Our triumph was to be undone 
when friendly footsteps in the grass 
playfully laid bare our shame  
and arguments of wounded innocence 
and angry protestation were to pass 
into a fretful measurement of blame. 
 
Bowed beneath the burden of his fear 
and undecided love, I came to toil 
among the secrets of the soil 
where kindly prophecies appear. 
  
And the pride of one who longs 
for beauty gentleness and songs 
by the shore of ancient seas 
among half hidden  memories 
will walk beside us yet. 
There is a joy that lives beyond regret. 

 

 

 

 

xiii. The Clown. 

 
In the temple of the town  
a sad conceited clown  
is calling every voice to shout –  
 

The snakes are silently slithering out!  
 
and, rising with a furtive glance,  
he will wave his arms and start to dance. 
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The conical hat  
in the circus top 
poised precariously 
over the drop 
wavering side to side on the rope 
as fingers reach to grasp and grope, 
when a fatherly hand  
with cold command 
grips the groin with iron will: 
  

Further onward  
further still. 
The last are first. 
The first is least. 
Summon your sons 
to share the feast. 

  
A youthful head against his heart 
pleading eyes and lips apart. 
The line of his hand 
the wine in his breath 
betray the shimmering 
shade of death. 
  
Limping lewdly  
onto his knees 
he lowers his head 
between the trees 
and out of the curtains 
comes a kiss. 
  
The courtiers start to laugh and hiss 
with folded arms and pointed leer: 

  
He’s only a child. He shouldn’t be here. 

  
And an aging monarch with multiple chin 
waves his hand and sips his gin. 
  
The mob is milling 
around the gate 
sowing the seed  
of strife and hate 
with the governor royally  
raising his arm: 
  

He’s only a child! He means no harm. 
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But the voice of the mob is dark and raw 
with craning neck and menacing claw 
and the blink of a cold reptilian eye: 
  

Give us Barabbas and crucify! 
  
A man who knows the popular mind 
stepping silently behind 
with thoughtful frown upon his face, 
his fingers flow with flair and grace - 
and down the whip with a whining crack 
and the governor calmly turns his back. 
  
A sadly stooping 
scarlet clown 
with tangled hair 
and thorny crown, 
silent in disgrace. 
  
A guard comes over and slaps his face. 
  
Aching bones 
and weary feet 
clumsily climb 
along the street 
slipping and slumbering  
into the mud 
leaving an image  
of sweat and blood. 
  
Men look on with fearful mind, 
children falling in behind, 
dogs are weaving through the throng 
sniffing the ground and running along 
and women are wailing while he goes 
in one of Jerusalem’s holiday shows. 
  
Into the block 
they knock the pin 
with horrible hammer 
and clamour and din. 
Up with the arms, 
out with the chest, 
into the beam 
the buttocks are pressed. 
 
The writhing dance of agony 
now plays before the waiting crowd, 
who watch with curiosity. 
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They relish every move until 
the performer’s head hangs bowed 
and still. 
 
A well-used spear casually 
breaks the flesh apart. 
 
Blood and water from the heart 
falls to earth, 
in a silent second birth, 
to reveal a wounded snake for all to see. 
 
 
 
 
 

xiv. The Legend of the Wounded Snake. 

 

Beside a lone and windswept lake  
to the sound of lapping water 
warriors, bewitched and ill at ease, 
are searching for the wounded snake. 
 
The women laugh and tease, 
whispering that blood and slaughter 
are in truth his hiding place. 
  
Whoever meets him face to face 
(or so the ancient story goes) 
will vanquish their foes 
and thereby hangs a tale of grief, 
because the tribes of ancient days 
fought with a warlike proud belief  
in the legend’s holy power 
until that shameful hour. 
 
They saw the armoured horseman raise,  
to roars of victory, 
the captured crown - ‘Our task is done’ - 
and holding high the royal wounded one 
they carried him across the sea. 
 
A pitiless dawn had come 
and the dip of an oar like a broken drum  
moved toward the shadow in the mist 
where, with slow and stately list 
and tattered remnants of pride, 
defeated warriors set sail.  
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Those remaining on the shore 
saw the gap grow wide 
and felt the tearing of a veil 
woven from the sacred store  
of ancient memories. 

 
A voice from the shadows and the mud 
called out in sorrow: 
 

We who struggle scrape and borrow 
dedicate our tears and blood, 
calling on the wounded king to save 
us from a cruel grave. 

    
Others came and saw the sign unfold 
of a severed bloody hand 
with warlike deeds of old  
and royal command: 
  

Though we were few, 
with foes on every side, we knew 
the  holy champion would bless 
our covenant and banish wickedness. 
 

In the Valley of the Kings 
where ancient wounds come face to face, 
the call of rival gatherings 
found a likely halting place 
and the rising sun revealed 
two swordsmen, Cain and his twin brother, 
each with a mirror for a shield 
holding the image of the other. 
 
With the flash and clang  
of the sword many a restive glance 
hovered like a thirsty fang 
waiting to sink. 
 
The swordsmen clashed repeatedly 
in unrelenting dance 
till blades in fearful symmetry 
opened up two glamorous ink 
rivulets of red. 
 
The brothers bled 
their souls into the ground. 
No corpse was found 
but through that night the tribes remained awake 
remembering the wounded snake 
and the sombre call: 
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Cain, the Protected One, is dead. 
On whom does sevenfold vengeance fall? 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

xv. Brother Cain. 

 
Mid-winter’s early morning light  
moves along the hill 
to the opening in the wall of white 
and shines, with ancient skill, 
along the silent passage way. 
 
I reach and find 
and gaze and grieve 
at the pitiful display 
of an old man drooling on his sleeve. 
 
Another morning comes to mind, 
when two brothers made a vow to bring  
a friendly sign – 
a token of sweet labouring. 
 
You brought the finest wheat 
and grapes plucked freshly from the vine 
and Abel came to greet  
you with his new born lamb. 
 
Your eyes were merciless and calm, 
as you made him plunge the knife 
and in the widening pool of blood, 
with envy seething in your soul, 
you watched the ebbing of a life – 
the beauty of your brotherhood. 

 
You put your arm around him then, 
inviting him to take a stroll 
like two brothers, friends, two men 
and from his unsuspecting love, 
the sacrificial knife you hid 
till, like a hand into a glove, 
the blade into his belly slid 
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and, as you turned your face to flee, 
his bleak bewildered pain 
sank, with bloody stain, 
into your memory.  
 
Your hands are old and withered now 
as you cringe and bow 
and touch the waiting stones 
of this dark recess. 
  
I bring the bread of faithfulness, 
the happy cup of memories, 
to reach your unloved groans. 
My fingers touch your wrinkled face with ease. 
 
I am God’s oldest and most foolish Son, 
born to gather Abel’s blood. 
Now come and kiss the wood 
where love’s victory was won 
for I have brought a fish to eat, 
caught in the deepest pool of praise – 
salmon of wisdom at your feet. 
 
I bring Abel by the hand 
from those early carefree days  
and, side by side, we stand. 
Can you hear the refrain 
of our unlikely song? 
  

Come from the darkness, brother Cain, 
and see the rising sun grow strong. 
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Fragment – ageing Jesuit. 
 
My earliest companions came  

to this city of canals and silken ways 

and whispering conspiracies. 

They waited for ten thousand days 

till hope had ended its torturing game. 

 

I follow them along the crumbling quays, 

   where all beneath is dark and wet. 

One day my ship will come   

and carry me to far Jerusalem. 

May she come soon, but not quite yet. 
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i. The Friendly Neighbour. 
 
In the glare of the bright full moon 
these eyes are close to the ground, 
as I calmly emerge with a slurping sound 
and with delicate skill 
I remain quite still 
like plaster calmly waiting to be set 
in the mud of the ancient lagoon. 
 
I watch the stooping silhouette 
of strangers driven by fear - 
the howling face in the flaming night – 
and I shed an unavoidable tear 
in the grey half-light, 
unobtrusive and discreet, 
close to their trembling mud clogged feet. 
 
May they sleep with unclenched fist 
and in their dreaming find 
new innocence. 
May the friendly morning mist 
soothingly unwind 
all shadow of malevolence. 
 
Here may they find true rest. 
May they proudly raise, 
a practised hand 
to the brow and gaze 
at broken bits of land 
endlessly caressed 
by lapping water, swathing sky 
and the bleak barbarous cry 
of seagulls swerving with agility - 
loudly at home. 
 
May they thrive in domesticity - 
food abundant, offspring numerous - 
and, beneath the great arched dome, 
where every prayer ascends 
in hopefulness, 
may we all be friends 
 
and if some friendly neighbour disappears – 
as may happen periodically – 
enfolded by the shifting mud 
or carried off by the flood 
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of the tide, I call to mind, 
with lavish sympathy, 
the grief, the anguish and the tears 
of loved ones left behind. 
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ii. A Helping Hand. 
 
The lurking child explores, 
as I watch and fully understand 
the burden of parental chores - 
sailing up and down the coast, 
building homes and salting fish. 
 
It is my earnest wish, 
to offer a helping hand 
as every neighbour should, 
but I warn the children not to boast 
about our antics in the mud. 
 
I lie still as a fallen tree, 
as all the children eagerly 
run up and down my back. 
At times they pretend 
there is a fortress to defend 
and crouch behind my battlements 
ready for some barbarous attack. 
 
Some will go for a ride – 
sitting astride 
as I amble peaceably 
and, if they have the sense 
to hold on very tight, 
I just might 
take them for a swim. 
 
It wounds me horribly 
to see my noble intentions 
impugned by faces grim 
with lurid inventions. 
 
It is so libellous and quite unfair. 
Who invents these overstated fears? 
Why all this half-baked reasoning? 
 
I am quite aware 
that only with the passing years 
can human flesh acquire due seasoning. 
 
I like my meat 
tough decrepit flavoursome and sweet. 
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iii. The Relic. 
 
Deathly still, I wait 
on the slick wet shore, 
for the cries of murderous hate  
to grudgingly subside. 
Then I will freely move once more 
among the languid waterways. 

 
Long before the days 
when a timid remnant came to hide 
from terror’s wild and shrieking face, 
these eyes had come to rest 
on the featureless mud of this lonely place. 
 
They grew in numbers and audacity, 
zealously voyaging east and west, 
in search of profit and sweet luxury 
and honour for a new born power – 
their banners high above the earth, 
exuberant and stern. 
 
I revelled in the hour 
when a city came to birth 
in the sly adventurers’ return 
from a land as old as death. 
 
On the welcoming shore 
with rapturous breath 
they honoured San Marco - their dream - 
in a rough-hewn box of wood 
raised high and proud. 
 
You will know San Marco’s text – 
the treacherous scheme, 
the shedding of blood, 
the folded empty shroud. 
 
His symbol is the lion’s roar, 
not unlike my own deep growl, 
and I am saddened and perplexed 
that my city in her glory 
raises the lion’s belittling scowl 
and not my own more amiable grin. 
 
I see the value of that story 
in this place of humble origin 
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and I admit to undue haste, 
but I was intrigued by the thought of a taste 
sweetly ripening for a thousand years. 
 
I was sadly unaware 
of how the flavour disappears 
when flesh returns to dust 
and so, it seems, I must 
most dutifully make amends 
to dear San Marco and his faithful friends. 
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iv. The Carrier. 
 
With sovereign pose 
he samples the air 
and his sleek wet dark pelt flows 
to where his long lean tail 
plays in the water with casual flair. 
 
Further than the eye can see 
along the alleyway, the throng cries ‘Hail!’ 
His tiny forelimb beckons me  
to heave out of the water and wait. 
 
Amid the piercing din 
of the clamouring crowd, 
I see him indicate 
his desire for the procession to begin. 
 
I wind along the jubilant and loud 
labyrinth, till the shadows turn aside 
to show San Marco’s long bright square. 
 
I move toward the golden arches where,  
with my passenger, I stand with pride. 
He waits motionless, until 
every listener is devout and still: 
 

When we first secretly set foot 
on these unsuspecting shores, 
we knew that neither sword  
nor axe nor marching boot 
would lead to victory, 
but now the grim accumulated scores  
of death surpass all bygone times. 

 
From the gathered hoard 
a wave of rapture climbs 
into the air on roaring wings. 
The Carrier waits for silence to return: 
 

We watched our enemies yearn 
for calamity and death 
to seek us out. 
We have felt the mad dog’s breath, 
but now, in a strange inglorious  
and pleasing rout, 
the bragging hoards have fled. 
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We stand contented and victorious  
among the bloated dead. 
 
Let every creature from the tiny worm 
to this ungainly beast 
on which I stand 
relish the flavours of our feast. 
 
And let me now affirm 
my heartfelt thanks 
to all who heeded my command 
and carried the Curse to enemy ranks. 
 
Enough of talk. 
Let the festival begin. 
Allow this lazy brute to eat and grin 
till it can no longer walk. 

 
My chin aloof, I sadly recognise, 
in the glimmer of ten thousand eyes, 
a lamentable disrespect. I will not fail 
to seek a forceful remedy. 
 
I flex my sturdy tail,  
and, with a practiced lurch 
of seamless ingenuity, 
dislodge the villain from his perch 
and catch him in the hollow 
of my sturdy jaw 
and pleasurably swallow. 
 
He will be seen no more. 
 
San Marco Square is still 
as the grave. I wait until 
the silence is undone - 
not with a warlike shout 
or the pitiful bleat 
of strangled pain, 
but with a rush of trembling feet 
seeking the nearest way out. 
 
I have the city to myself alone 
and wander into every unused lane 
and every silent square. 
I crawl along the empty quay, 
where I once noted furtively 
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the dexterous flair 
of eloquent hands 
and the innocence 
of clumsy feet, which bore the brunt 
of superfluity from distant lands. 
 
The memory of a child 
sadly waiting on the waterfront 
stirs a strange benevolence 
and leaves me beguiled. 
 
 
I watch with sweet familiarity 
the hesitant return 
of those whose flesh so frequently 
kept me nourished and content. 
 
May the passing hours of night 
no longer fill the greedy urn 
of death. May light-hearted cries 
be the playful ornament 
of a new unending festival. 
 
You know the story well. 
You taught the blind to see. 
Yours is the final victory. 
 
Whenever death comes out to dance 
among the lepers and the lame, 
inviting them to eat 
with smiling countenance 
and leaden feet, 
I hear millions whispering your name. 
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v. The Palace. 
 
Raised arms, bleak cry, 
hair tarred with blood, 
you come like a demonic bird 
to where we crocodiles wait, 
interweaving with slow elegance. 
 
Arches of crocodile tails 
pointing to the sky 
like galleon sails 
in full magnificence - 
here you lie in state. 
 
Your broken skin 
dribbles as I taste and see, 
with furtive grin, 
your lavish generosity. 
To give one’s flesh and blood, 
one’s physicality, as drink and food  
suggests a mind relentlessly at home 
with all the wild and daring ways  
of art. I understand; I gaze 
in recognition of shared genius. 
Now you must be my guest and come 
and taste the subtle pleasures of my bliss. 
 
When you sail into my sweet lagoon 
on the placid water in the noon 
day light and the bow calmly veers 
toward the bristling masts and quays 
of the Giudecca, the diamond appears. 
 
In high serenity it floats with ease, 
pink and white, above the intersection 
of each archway’s crocodile motif. 
I watch with proud affection. 
I linger like a floating leaf. 
 
When the Carrier’s dance of hate 
was overthrown, there was no monument 
for me to quietly appreciate – 
my jaw line proud and tremulous. 
As I had long since understood, 
my taste for certain forms of nourishment 
was vilified by the ungrateful populace. 
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Imagine my enchantment and surprise 
when smiling lips and knowing eyes 
close to the sovereign’s noble seat 
spoke of homage for my daring feat. 
 
When you called the greatest and the least 
to sit and share your kindly feast, 
how could you foretell 
what glory it would bring? 
No king or emperor can claim 
so much beauty crafted in their name. 
 
I too (though to a limited degree) 
have known that fervent swell,  
unalloyed and deeply comforting, 
of sweet emotion on my face 
as I stand before a place 
of beauty built for me. 
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vi. Signor Bellini’s Madonna.  

 

(Giovanni Bellini, Madonna of the Meadow.) 
 

 
 
 
Beneath a mountainous display 
of blue silk she sits in the passing day,  
her fingers scarcely touching 
almost holding back, as if perplexed 
by the careless lie 
of your head against her thigh - 
a tiny sleeping drunkard languishing 
between one indulgence and the next. 
 
Your foot points up to hooded wings. 
A long-beaked bird with shrill squawk 
is dancing with a squirming snake 
and the raven, on the thin bare stalk 
of a tall tree, looks on with a cold eye. 
 
Beyond these fearful posturings 
a lazy champion sits, grudgingly awake, 
legs casually apart 
in a crass reply  
to the mother in her simple chastity. 
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Signor Bellini’s art 
now forms a sweet trajectory 
along her shoulder line, to tenderly caress 
your mother’s wholesome cheek, 
toward the towers and roof tiles 
in the early afternoon. 
 
Can you hear the aching tune 
of a lonely flute? Can you hear it speak 
with thin lipped smiles, 
while the white robed figure slows its walk – 
with the mournful curiosity 
of a cow turning to gawk. 
 
Signor Bellini graciously 
requests a curved and genial seat, 
for mother and child. I pose with dignity, 
but our good-natured harmony 
is shattered by the figure’s high pitched wail. 
 
Curious heads from far and wide, 
gather for news of a frightful tale 
and, when they see me stretched along the ground 
with the virgin on my rugged hide, 
I hear the righteous piercing sound 
of human animals at bay. 
 
To avoid undue embarrassment  
I bid the virgin rise 
and, bowing to the venomous intent 
of the mob, I apologise 
and bid them all ‘good day.’ 
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vii. Signor Tiziano’s Creation 

(Titian, Venus of Urbino.) 
 

 
 
 
In the summer evening light 
she lies before her long awaited guest 
with calm unguarded elegance 
 
and a generous rump, clothed in white, 
protrudes from the finely painted chest 
with sweet incongruence. 
 
An imperious bared arm, 
framed by the colonnaded tapestry, 
demands the requisites of modesty 
to be produced – ‘This instant! Right now!’ - 
as her child, naked with finely arched brow, 
reclines on the crumpled clean white sheet. 
 
May I fervently and proudly greet 
the one whose wisdom and benevolence 
welcomes me to this enchanting scene. 
 
Signor Tiziano has my confidence 
as I have his. He knows my ways. 
He is not aggrieved if my gaze 
hovers discreetly between 
our heroin’s alluring thigh 
and that dearest little friend 
at her feet, appetisingly curled. 
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He has no intention to offend 
when he asks, with a patient sigh, 
if the curtain might be left unfurled 
and I sadly accept 
that my watchful eye 
might be out of place 
hovering above the lady’s breast. 
 
As I am politely swept 
by the curtain’s solemn grace 
into obscurity, my vision lingers 
on the lady’s languid fingers 
brazenly at rest. 
 
I accompany the lady and her smile 
down all the years 
as we hover with good-natured guile 
on the Uffizzi Palace wall 
till a lonely messenger appears. 
 
Standing barefoot on the marble floor 
between the world’s beginning and the end, 
I see you longing for the soothing call 
of light hearted love. 
 
You savour with elation, 
my solitary friend, 
Signor Tiziano’s creation 
enticingly at play 
with the earth below and skies above, 
teasing the wounded and the strong 
in the elegantly gathering dust. 
 
I see how, in your loneliness, you long, 
with amiable lust 
and with the famished way 
of flesh and blood, 
to be passionately named, 
love’s long awaited food - 
tender worshipful and unashamed. 
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viii. The Pilgrim. 
 

Fond admirers, through the years  
have gazed with groans and tears  
at Mad Messiah hanging on his tree.   
 
Across high mountains and the raging sea  
they come to kiss the ground  
of that ancient place,  
which felt your feet and saw your face  
and where miracles abound.  
  
A limping pilgrim with a noble heart  
is calling on his friends to start  
the journey and they gather with one mind –  
no trace of falsehood or conceit. 
   
They overcome each barrier. They find 
their way. Their joy is deep  
with kind laughter and untroubled sleep 
and unaware of what the future brings  
of unknown worlds and influence with kings. 
 
With journey half complete,  
they stand amid the opulent displays  
the jeering eyes, the winding waterways 
and I watch him with his brotherhood  
raising his head with sweet tranquillity 
and open mouth, as if to taste the sun. 
 
Your flesh and blood 
feeds his longing for Jerusalem. 
 
Along the crowded quays they walk  
in search of news and friendly talk  
but voices knowingly debate  
the turning tides of distant war.  
 
They listen for the long expected word  
but, like the rising score 
in some losing game, the passing days 
relentlessly accumulate.  

 
No news of peace is heard.  
No ship makes ready to depart.  
but, as with Estragon and Vladimir,  
when Godot is unable to appear,  
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I am enchanted by their foolish ways  
and disconcerting art.  
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ix. Il Redentore. 
 

(Canaletto, Il Redentore viewed from the Giudecca Canal.) 
 

 
 
 
They come in the shadows of the night 
on the still water with silent ease 
and whispering breath 
and riveting formalities - 
the shroud eating harbingers of death – 
 
and children open their eyes with fear 
in the dawn’s grey light, 
as the jingling limping tune 
of the pizzacamorti draws near. 

 
Out in the lagoon 
on a secluded isle 
I wait for the flesh and bones 
whose whimperings and groans 
have spoken with death as a friend, 
 
but when, with an anxious smile, 
they begged for the end 
to come with speed 
in mercy’s name, 
death paid no heed 
and had no shame. 
 
At this grim heartrending hour 
I do what must be done – 
all within my power – 
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to move this foul contagion, 
discreetly out of sight. 
 
Sometimes I wonder if you might 
not see, in its full clarity, 
the true nature of the high 
and worshipful esteem 
which you enjoy, while I 
must watch with calm humility, 
as my own efforts go unrecognised. 
 
I am intrigued at how 
the contorted face 
the pitiful scream 
the pale perspiring brow 
are strangely harmonised 
by calling out your name. 
 
They come to an imposing place 
of smiling mysteries 
rising like a flame 
on the Giudecca shore 
and in the elegant display 
of geometric harmonies 
I see your glad arms opening 
to welcome and implore: 
 

‘Come, eat my bread and drink the wine.’ 
 
I hear laughter echoing 
on the serene waterway 
as footsteps, with annual festivity, 
approach in a hesitant line 
along the pontoon’s wavering course. 
 
You who hold the gentle source 
of healing in your hands 
need only turn your eyes 
toward the whispering plea 
and a city haunted by death 
can be sweetly spared 
 
and I shall arrange for detailed plans 
by Signor Palladio to be prepared 
and Il Redentore shall rise 
on the new dawn’s shimmering breath 
to carry the name of your benevolence. 
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This place of worship when finally complete 
will be a monument to my discreet 
and kindly influence. 
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x. Signor Canaletto’s Crocodile 
 

(Canaletto, The San Marco Basin  
with the Bucintoro on Ascention Day.) 

 

 
 

 
On Ascension Day each year, 
to honour battles gloriously won, 
the Bucindoro and its passengers appear 
to re-enact, with due solemnity, 
the betrothal of the city and the sea. 
 
Beyond the gilded helm 
the wedding ring is cast. The deed is done. 
It falls into the silver dappled realm  
till once again its day of glory comes 
with trumpet and the playful tap of drums. 
 
On the evening of the holy festival, 
fortune’s gratified inheritors 
bask with studied nonchalance, 
till the water stirs 
and I move, discreetly sculptural, 
with an amiable glance 
at the bemused paralysis 
induced by my lazy withdrawal from view. 
 
Behind the fluid masque of the lagoon, 
these eyes watch all the sodden crevices 
and every unclosed shutter, every stone 
and every floating interest passing through. 
 
Beneath the frayed and fractured quays 
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I see how the ebb and flow of the tide 
mirrors the praise of the passing sun 
for the beauty of our city-bride – 
rising heavenward, radiant, at ease. 
 
When you stood high above Jerusalem 
I could taste the longing in the tears 
rolling down your face, 
for I too weep with mournful care 
for La Serenissima - beloved place, 
whose beauty is beyond compare.  
 
I weep amid the howls and jeers, 
the wounds of shame 
and bitter circumstance, 
as public harmony 
allows no reference 
to my place in history 
or my name. 

 
Signor Canaletto has my measure. 
I think we understand each other well. 
When observed with sympathy and leisure 
his art exerts a potent spell, 
for he knows how to enhance 
every watery expanse 
with two eyes furtively at play - 
not too near and not too far away. 
 
My place in Signor Canaletto’s high esteem 
has created quite a stir 
and evokes the mysteries of carnival 
where masques are never what they seem. 
 
Mine is the most inscrutable of all, 
yet masques are but a signature 
a ripple on a proud reality 
where much has been achieved. 
 
This city’s high repute in far off lands, 
inspires a litany of gratitude. 
We salute those nimble hands 
who have conceived 
countless works of music and the arts 
and we must certainly include 
heroic travellers to distant parts. 
(Signor Polo comes to mind.) 
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Lets not forget, in these enlightened days, 
Signor Casanova and his praise 
of femininity. 
(I know him well 
and, if you are inclined, 
there is some possibility 
of gentlemanly conversation.) 
 
His memoirs tell 
how Signor Casanova overcame 
(not unlike yourself) the pain 
of uninvited notoriety. 
 
He admires your reputation 
with our older families 
whose children can be carried off 
by plagues and other tragedies, 
imperilling the future of the line. 
 
They pray with heartfelt piety, 
for you to bless their married state 
with the joyful sign 
of fruitfulness – well above 
what is required. 
 
And yet, though much to be desired, 
without due vigilance, 
fecundity is sure to dissipate 
the family inheritance. 
 
So gentlefolk of high repute 
will always passionately pray, 
that a child of meagre expectations 
might renounce the low temptations 
of the world and leave to others the pursuit 
of earthly gain and harmless play. 
 
I watch their delicate design 
unfolding like a pirouette 
as, with serene and smiling etiquette, 
they eat and drink your bread and wine. 
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xi. The Boat. 
 

(Turner, The Grand Canal, Venice.) 

 
 
The lagoon waits 
under the evening cloud 
and there is not much time. 
 
The lady’s hand - 
frail and proud 
and stern with generations of command - 
pointedly accentuates 
her vexed tone. 
 
A slow solitary chime 
is heard and the oarsman smiles 
with discreet familiarity. 
 
Together they have grown 
into a kindly pact – 
his mask of deference, 
her guarded courtesy 
and artful wiles. 
 
Her eyes meet 
mine with a tremor of incongruence 
and, in a poised unruffled act 
of recognition and distain, 
she holds my gaze. 
 
I fondly greet 
her grimacing contempt 
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and sympathetically explain 
how the enfeeblement 
of her declining days 
could swiftly end  
to our mutual relief. 
 
With the smile of a disillusioned friend, 
she recalls her well-worn grief, 
with dates of death and burial, 
and the quiet part 
on the Isle of the Dead where the children lie. 
 
The oarsman knows by heart 
how each story has been set 
in loving ritual. 
 
As the seagulls cry 
he works the rhythm of the deep, 
helping his aged passenger to keep 
her promise to the holy sacrament. 
 
She serenely notes, with no regret, 
the abandoned quays 
and old buildings like wrinkled skin - 
uncomplaining memories 
being brushed into oblivion. 
 
She calls on you to bless 
this crumbling monument 
and waits without distress 
till the unflinching line is drawn 
from sky above 
to the grey dawn 
where life began 
in the all-embracing mud. 
 
I have seen the feast prepared by love 
to gladly feed 
with love’s own flesh and blood 
every strange and half-forgotten breed. 
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xii. Peggy. 
 

(Jackson Pollock, Eyes in the Heat.) 

 
 
The day I first met Peggy Guggenheim  
near her palazzo on the Grand Canal,  
the vaparettos' friendly sound  
under a brooding sky  
brought intimations of that distant time -  
melancholy, almost incorporeal -  
when I first found  
this waterlogged location. 
 
A overly familiar cry 
made me turn with scornful irritation 
and an aggrieved stare  
to see, beneath a large rococo pair  
of spectacles, her frown, playful and grim, 
and, balanced dextrously along one arm,  
her faithful companion in pampered bliss:  
 

Do take my darling Capucino for a swim  
and he'll give you one big wet woofy kiss! 
 

Beyond that crazy masque of wayward charm 
I see the light of sympathy 
reaching out with nonchalance  
to quietly caress and calmly praise.  
 
She has invited me to dance  
with all the proud agility  
of Mr Pollock's masterful displays,  
where looping light and shadow wildly fling.  
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She allows no wavering.  
 
I move across the canvass gingerly 
feeling ill at ease and out of place,  
but when I turn and see what has been done 
in unlikely loops of tangled grace,  
a new chapter has begun 
in my long odyssey. 
 
My creation is triumphantly  
unfurled and the medium is red  
and lavishly applied - shed,  
spattered, splashed and swirled.  
 
The ancient masters, with due deference,  
are solemnly agreed  
that this artist has indeed  
achieved a work of wild exuberance. 
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xiii. Il Ultimo Bienniale. 
 
‘Do the villains make the hero bleed?’ 

 
The children want to know, 
as they listen to some tale from long ago 
for, where blood is to be found, 
imagination takes firm hold 
with full attention guaranteed 
as, with smirking lips and squinting eyes, 
they seek out where the body lies. 
 
Most heroes from the ancient past 
wait upon the shelf, 
till we decide to take 
one down and have a read, 
hoping for the mystery to cast 
its bloody spell... 
 
but with you there is no need. 
Not many heroes get to tell 
their listeners how to make 
their flesh and blood appear: 
 

This is my very self 
before your eyes – right here! 

 
When you held up the bread and wine, 
you began a most intriguing story line 
and I have set myself the task 
of adapting your gesture to our age - 
though, being of little more than average 
creativity, I scarcely dare to ask 
for your approval and advice. 
 
Might I be a living sacrifice 
endlessly retold? 
Might my flesh be torn by faithful hands? 
Who might reverently draw near 
to take this blood upon their lips and tongue? 
 
Where might this body find a strong 
and unseen father who commands 
a trembling second birth? 
And when I plead with him, what might I fear? 
How might I hang between heaven and earth? 
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( -----.) 
 
And in the tomb, what longing will survive? 
 
What if, on the appointed day, 
I go unnoticed by my grieving friends? 
What if my memory descends 
into oblivion, my name unrecognised? 
Will I be rescued from the glacial frown 
of death? Will my unseen father turn away? 
 
You will note with due relief 
that clear instructions have been written down. 
La Fondazione della Bienniale has been authorised, 
to accept my body in the cause of art. 
 
I will make my admiring public part 
their lips in bewildered disbelief 
at the blink of what was once an eye 
and from the aged city’s languid air 
I will make my last and parting prayer: 
 

Do you know how to live and bleed and die? 
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Fragment – bruised male. 
 

 

We raise our tent of flesh and blood 

to occupy the public place  

with proud physique and bold 

display and boastful brotherhood, 

but, when bravado cannot hold  

its poise and all the bragging fails, 

we greet hilarity - the laughing face, 

the howls, the wagging tails. 
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i. Manoah’s Wife. 
 
( Judges 13:1-25) 
 
Manoah of the tribe of Dan 
was a fine and faithful man. 
He resolutely tried  
to make his own dear wife confess 
her sin - her long unoccupied 
and barren womb, devoid of  fruitfulness. 
  
A son would bring him joy; 
the boy would taste no wine 
or unclean food. No blade or knife  
would touch his head. He would destroy 
the cruel and much hated Philistine. 
 
That very day, Manoah’s foolish wife 
told him that a man of God had come: 
  

He spoke of a long awaited son.  
No unclean food, no wine 
will pass his lips. No blade or knife  
will touch his head. He will bring life 
to Israel and torment to the Philistine.  

    
The man of God, in dazzling white, 
appeared with folded arms and regal height: 
  

Your much loved woman speaks the truth. 
  
Manoah’s eyes were filled with long lost youth: 
  

You and I will roast and eat  
the lean and tender meat 
of a wild kid goat! 

  
The creature’s throat 
was placed along the sacrificial stone 
but, when the sharp blade swept, 
the man of God, without delay, leapt  
flame-like to the ancient throne. 
 
Man and woman, side by side, 
fell trembling to the ground – 
and to his fretful whispering 
the woman’s voice replied: 
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Let Adonai receive your offering! 

  
When her time of birth came round, 
her boy-child, Samson - ‘Man of the Sun’ - 
became the pride and joy of everyone. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



64 
 

ii. The Lion’s Throat. 
 
(Judges 14:1-11) 
 
Walking through the open door 
with your spurs and your cowboy hat,  
you came and sat with a friendly sigh. 
Maw looked up with a curious eye 
and paw just cleared his throat and spat 
and said no more. 
  

I went down – unafraid - 
to Timnah, where the cliffs are sheer, 
I watched the Philistines parade 
and, when she turned her head, 
I quietly drew near 
and a voice within me cried 
that my days 
were incomplete 
without the presence of her sweet 
and noble gaze. 
You must get her for me as a bride! 

  
Maw and paw and son went down 
to Timnah, where the cliffs are sheer 
and vineyards wait beneath the summer sky. 
  
You saw a roaring lion appear 
and could feel the breath of Adonai 
take hold. With a warlike frown, 
you seized the creature’s throat 
and tore its flesh apart 
like a man might tear a timid wild kid goat. 
  
The beast was dead. 
The joy of triumph stirred 
but to your parents not one word 
was said. 
  
You went to her who held your heart 
and, when she kindly spoke your name, 
you were pleased and turned to go. 
  
Once more with proud delight you came 
to seek a wife, but first you went to see 
the carcass lying on the ground 
and from the lion’s body came the sound 
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of bees humming and the lazy flow 
of honey. Your fingers, searching artfully, 
found the happy food. You placed 
it on your tongue and smiled contentedly. 
  
Maw and paw were both agreed 
that you had indeed 
discovered a truly golden taste. 
 
Paw gave the bride a second view 
and Samson held a feast as young men do. 
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iii.      The Bridal Song. 
 
(Judges 13:12-20.) 
 
Samson eagerly went down 
to Timnah where the cliffs are sheer – 
happy at last to win 
his heart’s delight. 
  
 
Thirty youths at the edge of town 
with envy and fear 
and a furtive grin  
waited for the Israelite. 
  
They watched without a sound 
as you calmly stood your ground - 
your feet set wide: 
  

I will leave my Timnite love behind,  
and offer tokens of defeat –  
a silver studded belt and linen sheet  
for each man here - if you find, 
in seven days, my secret. If you decide  
to take these terms, when seven days are gone 
all studded belts and linen sheets are mine 
and I will wed my lovely Philistine 
and sing my secret bridal song: 
 

Out of the eater, something to eat. 
Out of the wild and mighty something sweet. 

  
For three whole days the thirty youths in turn 
set out to find your secret and, the more they tried 
to claim the prize, the more their fury grew 
until they remembered Samson’s bride: 
  

Find that secret or we swear 
your father’s house will burn! 
Because of you 
that Israelite could strip us bare! 

  
She turned to you with tearful sighs 
and made an urgent plea: 
  

Why do you hate me and hurt me so? 
Won’t you tell me your sweet mystery? 
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You gently drew her eyes 
to yours, longing to explain: 
  

I keep my mystery from everyone, 
including maw and paw. They do not know. 

  
She clung and wept for days on end: 
  

I have no joy, no love, no friend. 
  
And when the seven days were nearly done 
you could endure the sweet sad pain 
no more. You whispered to your bride, 
who swiftly spread the secret far and wide,  
and as the seventh sun went down 
the youths with mocking pride began their song: 
  

Honey is sweet! We lions are so strong! 
  
The breath of Adonai with raging frown  
took hold of your face: 
  

You have walked my farm and set 
my heifer to your plough! 

  
You slaughtered thirty men in some sad place 
and took their studded belts to pay your debt 
and came back home and stepped inside. 
  
Then one of those youths made a wedding vow 
in Timna, where the cliffs are sheer,  
and whispered happy secrets in the ear 
of Samson’s bride.  
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iv. Flaming Rattle Snakes. 
 
(Judges  15:1-8.) 
 
In those early autumn days 
when golden wheat is heavy with life 
you arrived and wanted to gaze 
at your much loved beautiful wife. 
  
You stood there manfully 
with a wild kid goat and a blissful grin  
till the door was opened carefully: 
  

I’m sorry, boy, but you know you can't come in. 
  
That voice had more to say  
as, hurt and all alone,  
you slowly drew your breath and looked around 
and heard, in a distant way, 
the firm but friendly tone: 
  

My girl was quite upset, 
when you went to ground  
after losing your bet 
and everybody thought you were gone for good. 
It seems we just misunderstood. 
  
There might be a way to adjust the plan 
now that she’s married to another man. 
Her little sister would be right for you - 
wholesome and pretty and clever too. 

  
Samson was pale and his voice was cold: 
  

You who know my hurt will understand 
the havoc which must now unfold 
on this cursed land. 

  
You caught three hundred rattle snakes 
and, two by two, you tied their tails with wire  
and dipped those tails in oil and set them on fire 
and flaming rattle snakes writhed and squirmed 
across the land, as vineyards crops and olive groves burned. 
  
The Philistines knew how it all began – that shameful day 
when your father-in-law from Timnah town 
gave you a bride, then took her away. 
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They walked to the house of father and bride, 
and threw a flaming torch inside 
and watched it all come burning down. 
  
Samson’s temper frayed, he was ready for war: 
  

Rivers of Philistine blood will settle the score! 
  
Through the menacing wave  
of your mighty hand  
havoc came to the Philistine land 
to frighten maim and shock 
  
and you went down  
with a mournful sigh and a weary frown 
to live on your own in the cave 
of the Mighty Rock. 
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v. Jawbone Hill. 
 
(Judges 15:9-20) 
 
The Philistines came to Lehi town 
in Judah land to watch and stare 
and tote their guns and make a fuss. 
  
A deputation with a genteel frown 
made their way across the field 
and quietly appealed: 
  

Your hostility is quite unfair. 
We’re Judah folk, so don’t blame us 
for the wild behaviour of that crazy man. 
He’s not from Lehi. He’s Tribe of Dan. 

  
The Philistines looked with jaundiced eye 
and gave a slow and calm reply: 
  

We expect to meet the prisoner soon - 
bound, please, and delivered by noon. 

  
Men of Judah – three thousand strong – 
heard the news and hurried down 
to the mouth of Samson’s cave: 
  

In our opinion there’s nothing wrong 
with being mighty and mean and brave, 
but the Philistines don’t quite see it that way, 
so why do you bring such disarray 
to our trouble-free town? 

  
Samson smiled. His voice was loud: 
  

Men of Judah are a mighty crowd, 
but please don’t say that you’re coming to fight. 
Dead bodies are an ugly sight. 

  
Three thousand men of Judah stood tall 
and howls of laughter went roaring high: 
  

We want your permission to tie 
you and hand you over. That’s all. 

  
Samson nodded and smiled. The idea was good: 
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Wrap my arms in loops of twine 
and hand me over to the Philistine, 
but try to avoid any shedding of blood. 

  
The roars of laughter shook the ground 
as you waited  with cheerful ease to be bound. 
  
Two arms tied and up from the cave 
and the rush of the fearsome Philistine 
horde and the sound 
of Adonai’s breath 
and the burning twine  
and the wild and looping wave 
of the donkey’s jawbone risen from the ground 
and Samson’s howling writhing dance of death: 
  

With the donkey’s jawbone - donk, donk  - 
on the skulls of the Philistine - clunk, clunk - 
I have, sweet Adonai, visited the lash 
of your breath on this vile uncircumcised trash. 
You put my enemies under my feet, 
and proudly I dance on their dead remains,  
but when that claw-like dryness pains  
my throat, will you leave me here to die 
in the blazing noonday heat? 

  
Adonai spoke in the blink of an eye 
and those who live nearby will always say 
that the water flows ‘to this very day.’ 
The water flowed and you drank and all was well. 
 
Jawbone Hill is the name 
of the place where the men of Judah came  
with their whoops and cheers  
and smiles and easy praise 
and Samson was sheriff in Israel 
in the Philistine days 
for twenty years. 
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vi. The Horses Of Philistine City. 
 
(Judges 16:1-3.) 
 
When a sheriff needs a break 
he is well advised to take 
himself to another town, 
where he can go and get a drink  
at the saloon or walk around 
or sit alone and think. 
  
Now Jawbone Samson was brave and tough 
but a sheriff’s job is never pretty 
and, whenever he’d had enough, 
he’d hop on the saddle and high tail to Philistine City. 
  
You were leaning at the bar one day with a weary eye 
when a Philistine lady stood nearby – 
hands on her hips and lips inclined to jeer: 
  

If you want to learn how to smile, step right in here! 
  
Your reply was guarded and discreet 
but soon, like a prairie fire in the noonday heat, 
the word spread far and wide: 
  

The business lady has Jawbone Samson inside! 
  

Now the Jawbone Samson name 
brought memories of bitter shame 
and cruel and dark defeat 
to the high and mighty Philistines. 
With folded arms and bloody minds 
they gathered outside the hotel: 
  

We’ll let him have this one last night, 
but the rising sun will spell 
his demise. Tomorrow will be sweet! 

  
But slyly, at the midnight hour, 
you got out of bed 
and took the horse of every Philistine and led 
them galloping through the city and out of sight. 
 
No one saw in the shadowy gloom 
the stony Philistine faces glower. 
No one heard them seethe and fret and fume. 
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vii. Delilah on the phone. 
 
(Judges 16:4-22) 
 
When Delilah, beautiful and bold, 
welcomed Jawbone Samson to her bed, 
the city bosses came with bags of gold: 
  

Throughout this city lively praise 
is heard for your appealing ways 
and for the mighty change in Samson’s attitude - 
quite forlorn with love and easily lead. 
If you asked, he might convey 
the secret of his keen prowess, 
and we would solemnly express 
our most beneficial gratitude. 

  
On the evening of that day,  
Samson heard Delilah on the phone: 
  

If you won’t tell me how 
to get you here and tie 
you down right now, 
I think I’m going to die. 
I’m all alone! 

  
His eager voice came down the line: 
  

I’m on my way, 
My wild and darling Philistine! 

  
You came through the door with heroic pride, 
and Delilah clasped her hands and sighed 
and wore her sweetest and most hopeful frown: 
  

Won’t you tell me how to tie you down? 
  
In a pleased and passionate display 
you moaned and fell across her bed 
and called for seven unused leather bandoliers: 
  

Now tie me down, my love, and take my heart! 
  
Delilah’s binding work was swiftly done 
and then she raised her voice with wails and tears: 
  

The Philistines are here, my love. Run! 
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The seven leather bandoliers, like thread 
in a flame, effortlessly came apart. 
You rose up and laughed and held her tight 
and, with a whimper of delight, 
she protested playfully: 
  

You’re so cruel! You’re mocking me! 
You’re the meanest man in town. 

  
A second time you raised her hopes: 
  

If you really want to tie me down 
all you need are seven unused ropes. 

  
Once again she tried 
and one more time she failed: 
  

You should be jailed! 
You’ve hurt my pride! 

  
Then Samson brought her fingers to his hair: 
  

You hold the secret of my strength right there. 
If you take my seven long dark strands 
and tie them tightly to the brass frame  
of your bed, you’ll have me in your hands. 

  
She did as she was told and then she cried: 
  

The Philistines are coming, my love. Hide! 
  
She watched you rise from sleep 
and laugh and wildly stare, 
with her broken bed frame dangling from your hair, 
in a slyly taunting carefree game. 
She drew close and looked you in the eye: 
  

How can you say you love me when you keep 
me out from your sweet confidence? 

  
Day after day she scolded, wept and whined - 
every mournful plea and every sigh 
pounding the tall dark shore  
of your proud reticence 
and flooding the inlets of your mind - 
till, hounded to death, you could take no more: 
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My maw once met a man of God 
and my paw made a sacrifice of blood 
to hear these words: ‘No unclean food, no wine 
will pass his lips. No blade or knife  
will touch his head. He will bring new life 
to every tribe in Israel  
and kill the hated Philistine!’ 

  
The secret was out. She could tell. 
She called the city bosses on the phone. 
They brought their bags of gold with eagerness 
and she cradled Samson’s sleeping head 
with a pleased caress. 
  
No word was said 
as she admired the modestly displayed  
bags of gold and the rhythm of metal on stone  – 
the resolute and sharpening  blade. 
  
She gave a sign. 
The blade was brought. 
The head was shaved. 
She urgently cried out: 
  

Flee, my love, the hated Philistine! 
  
You awoke to the jubilant shout  
of catcalls, whoops and cries. 
They pinned you down on the lady’s bed 
and with the blade that shaved your head 
they gouged your eyes. 
  
They bound you and lead you away 
to a half-forgotten place below 
the city jail, where day after day 
you heaved at the grinding mill and fed 
on the hope that the hair on your shaved head 
would begin to grow.  
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viii. Brooding might. 
 
(Judges 16:23-31) 
 
They gather and give thanks 
in serried ranks 
for freedom from a hateful power  
and then, at daylight’s dying hour, 
with venomous delight 
in the Philistine’s high vaulted holy place, 
they demand to see your bloodied face. 
  
You appear on that barbaric night, 
lead by the hand of a frightened boy, 
and, as they watch you turn 
and blindly greet 
the howling twisted joy 
of warriors pining at Delilah’s feet, 
they do not see your gouged eyes burn.  
  
You would seek the best  
of vintage wine,  
if she were thirsty, and would bring, 
if she needed nourishing, 
a feast and if she felt the shame  
of nakedness, you would not rest  
until her face, folded in some fine 
well-woven cloth, smiled and spoke your name. 
  
You would proudly build 
a mansion, if she longed to hide 
from winter’s chill or summer’s cruelty. 
If she were ill, you would run to her side 
calling for a healer, skilled 
with potion, spell and remedy. 
  
From far and wide at this fast fading hour 
your long sworn enemies  
are drawn to the enchanting sight  
of Samson's boastful might 
imprisoned by Delilah's devious power. 
  
You call amid the wild festivities,  
for one last vision of her face. 
No answer comes as you gaze  
into the laughing canyons of this place 
with absent unseeing eye.  
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Under the brooding archways of the night 
you hear the chanting of Delilah’s praise 
and prepare, with measured breath 
and arms raised in flight, 
to call down the curse of Adonai. 
  
Betrayed silent and alone, 
you heave the waiting stone 
with the vengeful grimace of death. 
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ix. The dove. 
 
(John 1:12-14.) 
 
Feet on fallen stone 
step gently. Wreckage is explored 
with patient hands and laboured breath, 
and hope is brought to birth and death  
by a lonesome eye. 
  
The dove has flown  
like a flashing sword 
streaking the sky 
above this defiled place 
and, where the broken hero lies, 
grieving comrades recognise 
a pale and empty face. 
  
With tender brotherhood  
for their once wild and laughing champion 
they place you on the bier and kiss the wood. 
With warrior-like unison 
they raise you high –  the sacrificial lamb.  
With passionate ritual 
they walk - sure foot, sad face, gestures calm - 
to the place of burial. 
  
High above the open grave 
and the stony eyes of grief 
the glimmer of wings in flight 
is more unsettling 
then fire or crashing wave – 
a sweetly crafted blade to rend 
apart the pride of disbelief. 
  
Let this story sing 
the mad news of delight, 
with no beginning and no end, 
between the giver and the grateful one. 
Foolish Father, faithful Son, 
we glide and soar with the dove -  
a shadow-free conspiracy in love. 
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I am the telling of this tale. 
I pitch my tent on earth. 
No soft and smiling clutch 
on life and no restless touch 
of any man brings me to birth. 
  
I am the lamb, the happy feast. I hail 
the amiable ways of fatherhood.  
I am His voice – His Word made flesh and blood.  
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x. The whip. 
 
(John  2:13-22.) 
 
With arched brow  
and curious eye 
he notes the scattering sheep, 
as I move with arm held high  
and writhing whip. 
 
Wandering what to protect and how, 
his refined and furtive hands 
hover with urgent skill 
among the coin of distant lands, 
as the marketplace grows still. 
  
He knows my face. 
He has watched me walking past 
that dark and perfumed place, 
where the priestly cast 
surrenders to his smiling influence. 
  
Beneath the sly familiarity, 
the easy nonchalance 
the silk, the scent, the silent watchful eyes, 
I see the lion sitting on his prize – 
those gleaming stacks of currency 
like a city gloriously displayed. 
 
Our eyes meet. 
My hands reach down and heave. 
The table tilts. The jingling cascade 
tumbles to the ground. Turmoil takes hold 
as countless fingers relieve 
their pent up hunger for gold. 
  
The lion leaps back. His finely manicured feet  
avoid the table’s bruising edge, 
as my whip curls, wild with rage, 
and all that busy nest of thieves  
(the greedy eye, the money-grubbing hand) 
are torn apart and scattered randomly. 
  
I come to where you take your stand – 
at Timnah where the cliffs are sheer. 
You kill your lion and smile with victory 
among the vineyard’s golden leaves. 
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I let my whip fall to the ground 
as countless feet appear 
before the temple wall - echoing  
the ageless sound 
of unchanging litany. 
  
An urgent whispering  
more powerful than the wind 
holds me and lifts me high  
like a builder with that final stone 
beneath the waiting sky – 
triumphant and alone: 
  

This house of glory is my child, 
who calls my name on earth. 
I will greet him at the end of days  
and proudly raise  
him to the shining mysteries above. 

  
Like a whip – graceful and wild – 
I bring down a second birth 
and unleash the fire of love. 
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xi. My wild Samaritan. 
 
(John 4:1-54.) 
 
I sit at Jacob’s well 
beneath the cruel sun 
and it seems the world is dead  
and hope is gone.  
Then, with a jar on her head, 
she comes my way and casts her spell. 
  
My friends have volunteered  
to visit the nearby town 
in search of bread and wine and meat. 
They warned me with a friendly frown 
to rest and avoid the noonday heat, 
but I could see their eyes express 
a silent weariness 
before they disappeared. 
  
The lady wears her mask of scorn 
with playful ease, 
yet in this treacherous and ancient land, 
she cannot hide love’s torn 
and wounded memories. 
  
May she be raised by kindly wings and fly 
to that great city where all proud command  
is overturned in the blink 
of a stranger’s eye. 
  
She waits for my quiet plea: 
  

Give me a drink. 
  
And the taste of triumph plays on her devious grin: 
  

A Jew wants water from a girl like me, 
a wild Samaritan? 

  
Hope lurks half concealed 
in her bold sharp glance  
and I join her wayward game, 
stepping out to dance 
along the worn out battlefield 
where every hatred finds its name: 
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If I told you how I live, 
if you knew where I came from and when, 
you‘d ask me for water. I would give 
and you would never thirst again. 

  
I am, in her eyes, 
just another boastful clown.  
Her voice has no hint of surprise: 
  

When Jacob and sons         
with their cattle and sheep 
drew water from this land, 
that well was dark and deep, 
but I see no bucket in your hand. 
How will you reach down? 

  
You stand with feet apart, alone and proud, 
as you call those Timnite youths to guess 
the secret of your wedding song, 
but I can only pine and bless 
and cry out loud: 
  

This love of mine I gladly give - 
wild and sweet and strong. 
From deep within it comes to pour, 
like never ending streams, 
among the dreams  
of all who live. 
Come and drink and thirst no more. 

  
Those Timnite youths, 
on learning of your secret ways, 
parade their victory, 
but when I speak my simple truths 
the lady answers with a gaze 
of disbelief and mockery: 
  

I’ll take that living water, please, 
so I won’t have to come here on my own 
to let  my bucket down and heave and groan. 
Give me that life of ease. 

  
I tell her with a friendly smile 
to get that husband of hers and bring him here - 
knowing she’s had five. For a while 
she loved each one, but now she lives in fear 
of promises with her most recent man. 
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I make my story known, 
of how it all began 
with wild and kindly playfulness. 
I watch her standing silent and alone  
and, in her eyes, a pleading gentleness, 
but my friends have returned. 
 
They firmly place their views  
on full display - 
tight-lipped and concerned 
and staring at her wild Samaritan feet. 
  
She smiles and lowers her jar to the ground,  
knowing we will meet 
again quite soon, then turns round 
and calmly walks away. 
  
Curious and grave, 
with a tantalising question taking hold,  
they circle me like silent monuments: 
  

 Did Rabbi misbehave? 
  
Nothing is said, no airing of views, 
as they impatiently prepare 
the meal – the best ingredients  
spiced with stories loudly told  
of skilful bargaining and angry news 
of malice and deceit 
and how the local women stare 
like whores on parade. 
The work is done and proudly displayed: 
  

Rabbi, you must eat! 
  
But I calmly wait  
beside the earthen jar: 
  

I have food that none of you can see - 
the one who sends 
me, tells me to reach far 
into the open wounds of hate. 
Here the warfare ends. 
Here the harvest has begun. 

  
 



85 
 

I can see her, in the distance, eagerly 
and proudly beckoning. 
She is calling us to an unlikely gathering - 
my wild Samaritan. 
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xii. The bread. 
 
 
(John 6:1- 58) 
 
Every fevered face 
howling for victory  
in this forsaken place 
fills me with dread. 
  
My peaceful offering of bread 
stirs a frenzied appetite  
for blood and proud command 
as they come to make me king. I flee 
and on the waiting hills I stand 
until the Father, in the dark of night, 
whispers to the Son on earth. 
  
The lake below begins to heave and groan 
as I step, barefoot and alone, 
onto the swirling deep where love gives birth. 
  
You come with your wild kid goat  
to gaze at your beautiful bride 
and jeering Timnite eyes politely note 
your request and ask you to wait outside. 
 
You play your wild and burning game 
with rattle snakes and vines and fields of wheat, 
but when those countless naked feet 
follow me ashore and gathered round, 
they call on me to save 
and raise them up. In Moses name, 
with a pitiful unsettling sound, 
they cry out for bread. 
 
I tell them how the prophet is long dead 
and all his  bread is turned to stone: 
  

I am my Father’s longing to be known; 
I undo the ashes of the grave. 
I am the bread that Moses cannot give. 
Touch and taste and eat and live. 
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xiii. Stones. 
 
(John 8:3-59.) 
 
You shake your long wild hair  
and wave that donkey’s jawbone in the air 
and the world roars with delight – 
as if the world were Israelite, 
but, when I call the world to celebrate 
my own sweet victory, 
I hear the voice of hate: 
  

We found this woman – a vile reprobate - 
with legs spread wide 
in a shameless act of infidelity. 
If we come  
and join your new Jerusalem, 
you should understand 
that sinners like her will be taken outside 
and stoned to death by God’s command. 

   
I put my finger on the sand and write, 
about deceit and all its cruel ways 
and how the sickly taste for blood  
and the sweetness of the kill 
lurks in every judge’s solemn gaze. 
 
I raise my angry chin, 
and calmly turn my head: 
  

The one who has no sin 
may cast his stone with skill. 

 
I continue writing in the dust 
exploring greed and lies and lust 
till the lady and I are left alone 
and not one single stone 
is raised. The accusers have fled. 
  
From their perch of scholarly repute, 
they speak of old Abraham with praise 
but fail to see his wild and windswept ways. 
 
When I am lifted up – bruised and alone - 
in that hour of grief  
my nakedness will silently refute 
all frozen disbelief. 
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I speak my father’s name 
and accusations rise and howls of shame 
and each hand lifts one stone. 
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xiv. The gates of Jerusalem. 
 
(John 12:27.) 
 
Among the welcoming displays 
at the crowded city gates 
ragged voices heap 
the winning champion  
with wild and easy praise. 
  
My business lady waits  
as I go cruising by – 
a knight in shining armour on a jeep 
with arms held high –  
and like a woman proudly spun 
in some euphoric dance the city sings: 
  

 Hosanna! King of Kings! 
  
I reach the temple steps and climb 
and note the heedless pantomime – 
the cheering crowd in this hallowed place. 
  
A breathless follower speaks  
of well-travelled and admiring Greeks 
who want to shake my hand and see my face. 
  
I take a long and weary breath: 
  

I am the buried seed. 
If you love me, let me lead 
you through this place of death 
to where the dark is overpowered by light. 

  
Your enemies wait in the shroud of night 
for the calmly rising sun 
to reveal their power, 
but their scheming is undone. 
You rise up from your business lady’s bed 
and the galloping horses have fled. 
  
I call out to my friends  
who cringe and cower 
with quaking heart  
among the shades of disbelief: 
 

Whoever takes my part 
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will greet the foolish one who sends  
this word of flesh and blood 
but, if you deny his fatherhood, 
the dark will be your judge, your grief. 
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xv. My Father’s vine. 
 
(John 15:1-17.)  
 
Father and Son unite  
in the swirling ageless fire 
of love’s wild mystery. 
 
We breathe and bless, 
no need to touch or taste or see, 
no need for faith in this pure light, 
where hope surrenders all desire - 
the end of the pursuit of happiness.  
I am my Father’s vine. With every coil 
I cling like a mournful clown. Each thirsty root 
is touched most tenderly  
as I draw pleasure from the soil. 
His pruning helps the ripening fruit. 
  
If you, my branches, are cut off from me 
you will be thrown into the fire and burn. 
You will writhe and turn 
like a man who will not choose 
belief, when a woman brings the news 
that she is carrying his flesh and blood. 
He turns on fatherhood 
and, in that unforgiving  state, 
falls into the certainty hate. 
  
I long to be tied down by love 
and let Delilah cradle me to sleep. 
I let my strength be drained away 
with trembling sighs 
and those who take my strength can gouge these eyes, 
as I stumble and shove 
like a plodding beast in the deep. 
  
I bless love’s faltering display 
and when the dance of hatred ends, 
the foolish faithful ones will be my friends. 
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xvi. The cloth. 
 
 (John 19:31-20:10.) 
 
Feet set apart, eyes calmly raised - 
easy and cold and well appraised 
with the dead and their naked colouring; 
two need a helping hand and the crack  
of a broken leg rings loud and clear. 
The third man, limp as an empty sack, 
hangs lifelessly and the tip of a spear 
breaks open a watery trickle of blood. 

 
Well-groomed elders appear. 
They speak my praise. 
Prisoners of high status and the fear 
of shame, they  come to make good 
on their furtive respect for my forthright ways. 
 
Hoisted high and carried solemnly, 
I am honoured, silent, still  
and these remains receive most graciously 
the offer of a rich man’s burial.  
  
At the opening of the tomb 
mourners quietly make way 
for the hands who held me from the start. 
She comes into this waiting gloom 
to stroke my hair and touch my face. 
She draws back. The cloth falls into place, 
covering my head. Her silent heart 
returns to the light of day. 
  
The cloth on my face is like a screen 
between two worlds - one of sight and sound 
and passing time and constant breath. 
The other world, beyond the reach of death, 
is where my Father’s foolishness is found – 
waiting, alert, unheard, unseen. 
  
I hear you calling out to Adonai. 
With lone heartrending cry  
and deathlike frown 
you seal the enemy’s fate. 
The Philistine temple tumbles down 
and the only survivor is hate. 
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The veil is torn. Lies and cruelty dance  
their desecration on the earth. 
They lord it over innocence  
but my mad love will bring a second birth. 

 
I will wade through every battleground 
and wipe from every wound the putrid mud 
of hate.  My living flesh and blood 
will draw their pain. I will be bread  
in every hungry hand, wine for every thirst 
and, where gentle souls are cursed 
with mockery, I will wrap myself around 
their nakedness and shame. My love will be 
warmth in the winter, cool shadow in the sun 
and I will bring to every bed  
of suffering  unfailing care 
and to every prisoner 
the dawn of liberty. 
  
I bring to every war, every flicker of strife, 
every whim of rage, my love, my life 
and, only when my Father’s fire is spilled  
in all the furrows of this wounded place, 
will he call on me to rise 
and remove from my face 
this cloth and you will recognise 
in me, strange friend, the enemy you killed. 
 
 

 

  



94 
 

 

 

The Fourth Cycle – 

Saving Jonah. 
 

CONTENTS – 

 
Fragment – Irish Catholic.     ………………………………………………………………………………………. 95 

i. My voice.      …………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 96 

ii. The Friendly Waves.      ……………………………………………………………………………………. 98 

iii. The Twelve.      …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 100 

iv. The Storm.     …………………………………………………………………………………………………….101 

v. The Rock.      ……………………………………………………………………………………………………..102 

vi. The Ninevite sinking boat.     ……………………………………………………………………………. 104 

vii. Drawing apart.     ……………………………………………………………………………………………… 105 

viii.    Forty days.       ………………………………………………………………………………………………. 107 

ix. The Anointed One.     ………………………………………………………………………………………..108 

x. Rags of Death.     ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 110 

xi. Shining through.     …………………………………………………………………………………………. 111 

xii. Brazen Jewell.     …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 113 

xiii.    Love’s cry.     ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 115 

xiv.    Why?      …………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 117 

xv. The end of days.     …………………………………………………………………………………………. 118 

 

 

 

 

 

 



95 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  Fragment – Irish Catholic.. 
 

We come with spiteful news 

after years of dread, 

eager to accuse -  

the starving dead. 

 

Defiantly we sing 

and walk the winding road 

toward some distant reckoning. 

 

We turn our backs on shame 

and, with grim unbending code, 

we find an enemy to blame. 
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i. My voice. 
  
On that sweet afternoon of banishment 
(before the misery began) 
I brush the cool and friendly grass 
of Paradise with naked feet, 
until the woman and the man 
raise their heads and watch me pass. 
She makes a loud lament. 
He roars with righteousness and heat. 
  
Adam and Eve undo my covenant. 
They shut me out from Paradise. 
I offer nourishment, 
happy to keep their life 
secure, but they will not recognise  
my ways, as separation turns to strife. 
  
I know a man, who has no child. 
He leaves his father’s home and follows me 
on a journey to a distant land. 
I promise children – like grains of sand  
on the shore – and years go by frustratingly 
till Abraham is reconciled 
to famine and war and the parting of ways 
and he and his wife become withered and ancient of days. 
  
He cuts his ancient foreskin with a knife  
and his ancient childless wife 
cackles with helpless tears 
at being pleasured after all these years 
and, this time, giving birth. 
  
From my mountain high above the earth 
comes my covenant, my voice. 
My word leads Israel. My people rejoice; 
they offer sacrifice and speak of mystery. 
  
They build a temple to my name 
and, in a courteous and priestly game, 
chosen ones seek high serenity. 
They turn their face from inconvenience - 
abandoning my ways 
for love of gold and smiling dominance. 
  
The hurt runs deep. 
I will drive them from the land. 
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I long to let my fury blaze 
and call down death  
and make the children weep, 
but I hold back my hand. 
  
Tired, after a stooping day  
with wood and stone and passing words of play, 
you come to wash your feet and take your food  
and, with a blessing on this neighbourhood, 
you lie down to sleep and hear  
me whispering of how these days will end. 
 
I call my Nazarene. I send 
him with no staff, no rucksack - naked feet - 
through the gates of death where he will greet 
the silent ruins of hate and fear. 
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ii. The Friendly Waves. 
 
 (Jonah 1:1-3.) 
 
I hear you calling me 
to cry out in your name, 
so I take leave of Israel, 
but not for Nineveh, that place of shame 
and smiling villainy. 
  
I cross the friendly waves to dwell 
in some safe and distant land, 
where I will block my ears 
from your regrettable  command, 
and in the lonely passing years 
I will curse the Ninevite. 
My prayer will come before you every night. 
  
I call down melting heat  
to torch their flaxen hair 
and stain their shirts with blood 
and make their marching feet 
shrivel in mid-air. 
 
May their flesh turn into slime – 
like some half-formed creature-hood 
ripped out before its time. 
  
If I stand among the towering heights  
and mindless luxury 
and wild excess 
and warn those Ninevites, 
that you have full measurement 
of all their wickedness, 
will you guarantee  
swift and painful punishment? 
  
I fear you may relent 
and foolishly destroy 
the only comfort of my small 
and conquered race – the sweet joy  
of proudly guarded hate. 
  
For the sake of Israel, 
I make this plea  
from across the soothing swell 
of the placid sea: 
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loathing needs the hope, the likelihood 
of gnashing teeth and dripping blood. 
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iii. The Twelve. 
 
(Mt. 3:1-8:25; Mk.1:1-4:39a; Lk3:18:24a.) 
 
In the slowly moving flood 
he stands beneath the darkening sky, 
and lays bare, with rugged art 
and haunted eye, 
the longing and the lies of the heart. 
 
The wicked and the good 
all come to Jordan’s bank. They confess 
and let their grief be washed away. 
Follow in their steps and, like a stray  
and curious child, listen as they groan. 
  
For their sake I would go with death  
into the realm of nothingness, 
but every movement every breath  
of theirs depends on mine. So stand alone 
and be my champion. 
  
Wrestle with me in the sand  
and let my love on earth break free 
among the hills and valleys of this land 
and on the stony paths of Gallilee. 
  
Gather the Twelve and watch them boast aloud 
of how Jerusalem will hail your warriors. 
Take those champions and bring 
them far from the gaze of the admiring crowd 
to Genazareth’s inviting shores. 
 
Pay your fare and climb into the boat 
and, with the water’s rhythm, fall asleep 

   and rest until the waves leap 
high and grimacing 
and fear grips their throat. 
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iv. The Storm. 
 
 (Jonah 1:4-16.) 
 
The haunting eloquence 
of terror in the captain’s frown 
awakens reverence.  
I pray that we might not drown. 
 
The sailors seek a reason for our fate 
and in their lottery my name 
is drawn. They summon me to state 
my country and my hidden shame. 
  
I tell of how you made both sea and land 
and how you wait for them to cast  
me out into the angry deep. 
  
The oars move eager and fast, 
as they row toward the nearby strand 
but the waves grow wilder still. 
 
They stop and weep 
and, praying that it be no crime to kill 
a man of Israelite blood,  
they honour your mysterious ways. 
  
They cast me out into the sea 
and, as I sink, I hear the harmony 
of mourners in sweet brotherhood 
making vows and singing praise. 
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v. The Rock. 
 
(Mt. 8:23-16:19; Mk.4:39-8:29; Lk.8:22-9:20.) 
 
With a startled frown, 
your companions shake you from sleep 
as Genazareth turns pitiless 
Rebuke their fear and calm the deep. 
Let the wind and sky grow still – the waves, lie down. 
  
On firm dry land,  
the victory parade is soiled – the nakedness  
of demons calling out your name.  
Do what they ask. Let them command 
two thousand swine, with strangled cries, 
to leap into a watery grave. 
  
She has touched you with her twelve year shame 
of blood, yet you speak her praise,  
as your companions, with disdainful eyes,  
recoil from her polluted ways. 
 
They call on you to save 
a twelve year old with healing power 
and you arrive at death’s appointed hour; 
they scorn your talk of reawakening 
until the child, with life restored, 
fulfils your word.  
  
In rival pairs they bring 
good news and proudly speak your name 
and the blind and the lepers and the lame 
spread the word and sing their gratitude. 
  
Lead them, laughing with bewilderment, 
to a quiet place of rest, but solitude 
is soon undone, as ragged bands 
of pilgrims queue for nourishment. 
  
Bless and break the bread 
as ancient love spills 
from your weary hands 
and the hungry crowd is fed. 
  
Where eagles fly  
among the stony hills 
of Caesarea Philippi, 
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your perplexing ways have caught the breath 
of a swaggering and loud 
and restless fisherman. 
 
He has seen you block  
the power of storms of demons and of death. 
He has seen you tremble like a flame 
before the unrelenting crowd. 
He longs to be your champion. 
He speaks your name. 
Call him ‘Cephas,’ ‘Peter,’ ‘Rock.’ 
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vi. The Ninevite sinking boat. 
 
 (Jonah 2:1-11.) 
 
The water and the weeds around my face 
draw me down into the deep – 
into that cold and haunted place 
where icy fingers creep 
along my careworn skin. 
  
Terror stricken thoughts begin 
their unwavering climb 
to life and breath and light. 
  
Above the surface - silvery white 
and wavering in the sun – 
I long to see, this one last time, 
your holy temple in Jerusalem. 
  
As I raise my outstretched arms, 
my saviours smile and haul me in 
and greet me with well-practised charms 
and lock the trap-door overhead 
in the Ninevite sinking boat. Like a shark 
in search of prey it plunges to the dark – 
into the canyons of the dead. 
   
For three whole days and nights they grin 
and whisper in the strange half light 
and, when they jeeringly invite 
me to take leave of my imprisonment, 
your friendly hand begins to raise 
me up and on the waiting shore, 
when I tumble in the sand, 
I laugh with wild astonishment. 
  
I offer thanks and bow before 
the God of Israel. At your command 
my life, my hands, my feet, my hunger sing your praise. 
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vii. Drawing apart. 
 
 
(Mt. 16:20-20:28; Mk. 8:30-10:45; Lk. 9:20-18:14.) 
 
 
Peter dreams impatiently 
of how Jerusalem  
will rise and cheer 
our wild conspiracy, 
but he grows pale with fear 
on learning how the city will become 
an engine of your defeat - 
and your rising when the journey is complete. 
  
Climb with Peter James and John 
to this high place of solitude, 
where two good men of wounded song 
will tame their attitude. 
  
Moses hears the angry murmuring 
on the journey to the promised land; 
they curse him for their blistered feet 
and the cruel midday heat 
and bitter suffering. 
 
Elijah seeks my hand  
in his cavern of despair 
after slaughtering his enemies. 
I lead him gently through the desert air 
and touch him in the silent breeze. 
  
You stand in vivid and unearthly light 
as Peter makes his wide eyed plea  
to build three dwellings on this holy ground; 
the ancient sound 
of fatherly delight 
fills your friends with dread. 
 
Weave your troubled way  
down into the dead-eyed crowd, 
where foaming mouth and quaking head 
lie bereft and grey 
in their grimy shroud. 
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The twelve, with claims to proud command 
and hidden sword held high, 
scorn the traitor’s hand  
and, when the child comes passing by, 
you hold him close and gently speak 
of welcome for the foolish and the weak. 
 
Tell them how my love must be  
at it is spoken at the start – 
no divorce, no drawing apart. 
  
The words lie awkwardly. 
Your friends all fear your foolishness 
and you are solemnly advised, 
as the newly chosen king, 
to make your smile unwavering 
and your voice an unfamiliar sound. 
 
The cheerful and despised 
and friendly hoard gather round 
with little ones for you to bless; 
your friendly arms defy 
all frowning reverence. 
  
A youth approaches with the elegance 
of privilege. You greet him tenderly, 
as the twelve politely note 
his measured and remote 
and serenely winning ways. 
They dream contentedly 
of noble brows and smiling influence,  
until the young man’s folly is revealed 
by your disquieting gaze. 
  
Now go and lead the lurching dance 
into Jerusalem’s high festival, 
where enemies will proudly shed 
your blood and you will close your eyes 
in death and, on the third day, rise.  
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viii. Forty days. 
 
 (Jonah 3:1-4.) 
 
Night and day has come and gone 
amid the gleaming towers and cool conceit 
of Nineveh.  In threadbare alleyways 
long hidden from the sun, 
I walk with fervent feet 
among the painted masks and tangled roots. 
I call your name and speak your praise. 
  
From kingdoms near and far 
they come to Nineveh, their shining star. 
Among the silent shoots 
rising from the ancient ground 
before the city gates, 
they make a prayer  – a pining sound  – 
that they might live contentedly 
and offer sacrifice within her walls.  
  
The city’s welcoming recalls 
how the monster of the deep awaits 
the shimmering multitude 
with lazy open mouth – invitingly. 
   
Ninevite legions sweep and sway 
and scour the earth for victory and  food 
with marching banners on display  - 
a monster’s head with monster’s teeth. 
  
Among the city sights I stand and gaze. 
I hear the streets and laneways seethe 
and I am silent, overjoyed 
at being made your messenger of light. 
Who will curb the heedless appetite 
of this brazen city and her crime? 
I raise my voice this one last time: 
  

“ Your folly shall end in forty days! 
“ In forty days shall Nineveh be destroyed.” 
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ix. The Anointed One.  
 
(Mt 21:1-232:39 Mk 11:1-12:44; Lk19:28-20:47.) 
 
You lay your story bare 
and proudly speak my name   
and watch the scholars, with their artful game, 
frown with distaste. They do not care 
to hear this talk; they will not say the word 
and what will not be said cannot be heard. 
  
Tell that tale of tenants in a tower 
welcoming the owner’s son.  
They strike him down,  
hidden by the ripening vines, 
and seize the long desired inheritance. 
  
The scholars know they are accused. They glower 
and, with half-buried signs 
of raw malevolence, 
they smile and choose 
to leave, lest they might lose 
the joy of popular esteem. 
  
With a different kind of smile 
they come with Herod’s men  
and yet another scheme  
for your demise. Once again, 
with clenching teeth and laboured breath, 
they leave with empty hands  –  their guile 
on stark display and, in their eyes, your death. 
  
When scholars gather, rivalry is sweet. 
The rivals hear your news 
and come to raise their brow 
and appraise your views. 
  
What will happen to those hands, those feet 
that voice and those arresting eyes? 
When death comes, how 
will your proud body rise 
again? They pose a question smilingly: 
 

“If seven brothers die, 
and each in turn has wed the self-same wife, 
who will take her for eternity? “ 
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You cheerfully reply  
that nobody will miss 
the elusive ways of married bliss 
in the ecstasy of risen life. 
  
In one last reckoning, 
speak of the Anointed One, 
and ask your questioners whose son 
is he. As they name the shepherd king, 
remind them all of David’s song 
about the son whom he calls Lord. 
  
Watch them leave - with your unwanted word 
in their ears like a booming gong.  
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x. Rags of Death. 
 
(Jonah 3:5-10 ) 
 
In the panic stricken hall 
their eyes are on the king. 
I see him rising from his throne 
to set aside his lavish robe and call 
for ugly itching rags and for the pale 
forbidding ash of death. He stands alone  
and, in the habit of command, 
he calms the high pitched wail, 
the fretful whispering. 
His word goes far and wide. 
 

“ All born of woman and all progeny 
  of herd and flock shall take no food 
  or drink. Let sackcloth’s bristly covering  
  wrap the smoothest skin, the roughest hide.  
  Let all now turn from death and blood 
  and cruel ways and, with a heartfelt plea, 
  cry out to God. I am the king. “ 

  
Throughout the city, when the news is heard, 
they speak with happy puzzlement 
of how they have foreseen the king’s decree – 
every detail, every word – 
with sackcloth and the agony 
of hunger and the parched tongue. 
It is a worthy measurement 
of how both king and people are as one 
in their sweet repentant ways. 
  
You called me to cry out 
that all would end in forty days, 
but Nineveh has learnt to dress 
in rags of death and miserably shout 
your name. They slyly surrender their fate 
to your besotted foolishness 
and you perversely choose 
to kiss their crime and place its punishment 
on me. I have become the innocent 
and wretched carrier of wicked news – 
mercy on this people whom I hate. 
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xi. Shining through. 
 
(Mt 24-25;  Mtk 13;  Lk 21:5-38.) 
 
When the fig falls like a tear 
to earth and, from these muddy origins, 
the tree takes root and the tip 
of the twig is tender with life, 
the end is near. 
The hour begins. 
The time is ripe. 
  
In that proud fellowship 
of admiration and contented sighs, 
your friends gaze at my house, my earthly home. 
Tell them of the day 
when this temple, stone by stone, 
lies forsaken on the ground. 
  
Haunted prophets pray 
with wild accusing eyes 
amid their trembling followers. They greet 
the starving mouths, the rumours and deceit 
with frowning righteousness, 
but those who hear your voice - your gentle sound - 
wait in peace, as warring kingdoms groan. 
  
Once-friendly faces howl your name 
with treachery and lawlessness 
as your friends are handed over - called 
to the accusing microphone. 
They feel no hurt, no shame. 
Your breath is guiding them. The nations hear.  
Good news is taking root. 
  
Weep for Jerusalem - hauled 
beneath those slouching wings 
by which the holy is defiled. 
Abandon the city; flee to the hills 
as vultures appear  
with eager eye and dangling fruit 
and the mother clings  
to her wailing child, 
as the cup of lamentation fills. 
  
The moon and stars are fallen from the sky, 
the gentle dreams undone 
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and all can hear the resolute cry  
of the faithful champion: 
 

Rise and see 
my madness shining through in victory. 
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xii. Brazen Jewell. 
 
(Jonah 4:1-8) 
 
I knew it then, so long ago, 
when I still lived in my own land. 
It was the reason I took flight 
from your command. 
  
You are too slow in anger and too weak  
in punishment. You let your mercy flow 
with too much ease. Your foolish ways invite  
contempt.  When you respond 
with calm forgiving 
sweet humility, it is beyond 
my weary heart. The world grows bleak. 
I might as well be dead as go on living. 
  
Did you not fill my veins with crimson blood 
and have I not the right to nurse 
my people’s wounds and hate their enemies? 
  
Receive my prayer, my solemn curse. 
Am I not the creature of your heart? 
In your justice may it please  
the great Lord Adonai to take my part 
and let your hand, with fire and raging flood, 
strike Nineveh with fear and pain. 
  
I leave the city by the eastern gate  
to build a shelter from the sun. 
Here I sit and watch and wait 
till Nineveh, that loathsome stain 
upon the earth, is gone. 
  
In the lazy noonday light 
a lonely stem is reaching timidly 
above the dry and stony ground, 
spreading playful leaves and blissful shade. 
  
Above me, through the hours of night, 
it stands. I curl contentedly. 
The city’s wild and mocking sound 
is softened in the dark and made 
into a distant lullaby.  
   
These eyes, half open to the lonely sky 
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of dawn, see a shadow hovering 
with unkind and patient skill. 
With rising fury and distress 
and dark bewilderment 
I see my leafy shelter withering 
and bowed to earth, as if for burial. 
  
The torturing sun begins to climb 
till it brands my head with punishment. 
I curse your ways – unfathomable, cruel 
unnatural and all-forgiving. 
  
Why go on living 
when Nineveh,  that brazen jewel, 
sits in her foul crime? 
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xiii. Love’s cry. 
 
(Mt. 26:26-27:60,  Mk. 14:22-15:46, Lk.22.19-23:53.) 
 
Take and bless 
the bread, the cup. Tenderness  
is resting on the tongue  
with simple touch and, on 
the lips, your blood – all barriers removed. 
Let them taste how you have loved. 
  
Peter rises, wavering on his feet 
and frowning ardently, until you meet  
his eye on this last night of liberty. 
 
The ageless unrelenting flood 
comes to whispering Gethsemane 
with sweat like drops of blood. 
  
Judas comes to kiss your cheek 
and, on this evil hour, 
he slyly takes his leave 
as you are lead away 
among the watching crowds. 
  
The High Priest calls on you to speak. 
Tell him you will come with Power, 
like sunshine on the morning clouds, 
and watch him tear at his well-tailored sleeve 
enraged by your blasphemous display. 
  
Pilot cannot understand  
your silence. A wave of his hand 
could save your life, but how can he ignore 
the High Priest’s hatred and the mob’s wild roar? 
  
Simon of Cyrene knows all too well 
how the whip may soon begin 
to lash his hide. With accusing stare - 
and recoiling from the smell – 
he grips the wood and lifts the weight 
from your stooped raw skin. 
  
Your executioners reach out with care 
to take your clothing as a well-earned fee. 
They cruelly raise you up and wait 
for the thrill of the naked scream. 
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You hear the women’s voices distantly 
as in some half-forgotten dream, 
and, when the torment is complete, 
silent mourners come to hide 
your lifeless body, pale and crucified,  
under a linen sheet. 
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xiv. Why?  
 
(Jonah 4:9-11) 
 
I had begun to bless  
your name once more. My defeat 
was heartened by your friendly shade,  
so why have you betrayed 
my final shred of happiness?  
  
When you called me out of Israel, 
why could I not travel to some sweet 
and distant land to hide? Why could 
you not let me drown when I fell 
into the stormy sea? Why was I found  
by smirking enemies and, when my voice 
warned Nineveh about the wrath to come, 
why did you listen to their flood   
of whining misery? Why do you rejoice 
at the mournful bleating sound 
of sinners seeking unearned peace? Some 
strange madness makes you want to rid 
this cruel world of punishment. 
  
Why did you allow my hopes to turn 
into a putrid source of grief? 
When you watch your creatures and lament 
their twisted ways, why do you care  
for their sorrows and count every hair 
on their heads? Why not let them burn  
and fade away? The blessing, the relief  
of punishment would bring such ease. 
  
Why do you not turn your face 
from this desolate land 
where I share hatred with my enemies? 
Why do you come into this poisoned place? 
Why do you hold out your hand? 
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xv. The end of days. 
 
(Mt.28.1:10, Mk.16:1-8, Lk.24:1-11.)  
 
With spices for your feet and face  
they weep and bless  
at your final resting place 
and, as the softly rising sun  
lays bare the emptiness,  
the story has begun.    
 
The women tell their news and, like a stone,  
it falls into the void,  
where men and women feed on cruelty  
and miserably groan   
and contempt is bitingly enjoyed.    
 
Go down into the belly of the deep,   
where stooping shadows keep  
all hope at bay with bleak forbidding eyes.   
Stand among the carriers of hate  
and boast about your merchandise;  
shout like a bragging street  
trader when the hour is late:   
 

Eat my flesh, drink my blood;  
good drink, finest food.   
 

A furrowed brow looks on.   
Take his hand and greet  
my servant Jonah. Be the rising sun –  
the long awaited food and drink  
to end his lone mid-winter’s night.   
 
In the blink   
of a playful eye invite   
the world to battle Jonah’s rage.   
Walk round him roguishly. Wage 
war on his hatred. Prance   
like David in his wayward dance 
till the tightly held spear  
jabs your side at the end of days. 
 
Jonah and his enemies appear 
with naked feet. 
They meet 
at your wedding feast and watch you raise   
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the cup of memory and thought   
and much loved liberty, sought  
with tears and blood. 

 
They gather round 
as burning wounds and long remembered harms  
are cast aside by the enchanting sound 
of those who greet my foolish Fatherhood 
my laughing eyes, my eagerly opening arms. 
 


