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THE BEAUTY OF THE WEAPONS

El-Arish, 1967

A long-armed man can

carry the nine-millimetre

automatic gun slung

backward over the right shoulder.

With the truncated butt

caught in the cocked

elbow, the trigger

falls exactly to hand.

These things I remember,

and a fuel-pump gasket cut

from one of the innumerable

gas masks in the roadside dump.

I bring back manuscript picked

up around incinerated trucks

and notes tacked next

to automatic track controls.

Fruits of the excavation.

This is our archaeology.

A dig in the debris

of a civilisation six weeks old.



The paper is crisp and brittle

with the dry rock and the weather.

The Arabic is brittle

with the students’ first exposure

to air-war technology and speed.

Ridiculous to say so, but

the thought occurs,

that Descartes would be pleased:

the calculus is the language

of the latest Palestinian

disputations

in the field of theology.

The satisfying feel

of the fast traverse

on the anti-aircraft guns

is not in the notes.

It lies latent and cool

in the steel, like the intricate

mathematics

incarnate in the radar:

the antennae folded and rolled

like a soldier’s tent,

sweeping the empty

sky and the barren horizon,

the azimuth and the elevation,

sweeping the empty air

into naked abstraction,



leading the guns.

The signal is swirled until it

flies over the lip like

white, weightless

wine from a canteen cup.

Invisibly, the mechanism sings.

It sings. It sings like a six-ton flute:

east, west, always the same

note stuck in the rivetless throat.

A silent song as intricate

as any composition by Varèse,

and seeming, for the moment, far

more beautiful, because,

to us, more deadly.

Therefore purer, more

private, more familiar,

more readily feared, or desired:

a dark beauty with a steel sheen,

caught in the cocked

mind’s eye and brought

down with an extension of the hand.



SONG OF THE SUMMIT

The difference is nothing you can see – only

the dressed edge of the air

over those stones, and the air goes

deeper into the lung, like a long fang,

clean as magnesium. Breathing

always hollows out a basin,

leaving nothing in the blood

except an empty

cup, usable for drinking

anything the mind finds – bitter

light or bright darkness or the cold

corner of immeasurable distance.

This is what remains: the pitted blood

out looking for the vein,

tasting of the tempered tooth and the vanished flame.



ARARAT

The deepening scour of the keel across this

granular water. Nothing more. The fissure

through the estuary five

thousand feet over the headwater. These

are the real mouths of rivers: the teeth,

not the slough and the rattles.

We have been here

before, eating raw air, but have always

forgotten,

all day eating the air the light

impales,

stalking the singular animal –

I no longer remember whether a fish

or a bird. Nor whether its song or its silence

is what we were listening for. I remember

a bow in a black tree, and a snowbound

ploughshare. I find here

no spoor and no flotsam

timber. Simply the blue sliding into

the furrow on the tilting light, and the violet

sky always casting the same white shadow.



A QUADRATIC EQUATION

Voice: the breath’s tooth.

Thought: the brain’s bone.

Birdsong: an extension

of the beak. Speech:

the antler of the mind.



ONE GLYPH

The hummingbird’s tongue

under the sun’s black anther,

fire taking the sky’s measure.

Light’s core soaring over

blue air, wave, rock, and water,

over eagle-cactus, pine,

and the spiked dust of the summer highlands:

bright blade of blue sunlight

over the stone,

spalled off the solid block

of the sky’s light like a smoke-thin

razor of obsidian

or an unseen wing.


