
 

 

The Train of Small Sounds : thoughts on the Building Sonnets by Dinah Hawken, 

published in her collection ‘The Leaf-ride’ VUP 2012.   

 

NB: This is the full script of my response to the sequence.  It was cut down to a 4 minute 

presentation for the Short Takes on Long Poems symposium. 

 

Bernadette Hall   

 

 

The building sonnet sequence starts in a small, tough, concrete, active work space. The time 

is made clear, it’s 2007. Before long the location is established, the building is to take place 

on sand on the Pukerua fault line, as in the tale of the three little pigs, as in a Biblical parable. 

So, it’s a courageous, some might say foolish, enterprise.  The man who will build his house 

upon sand. And coming as I do from Canterbury, the results are very close to my heart. The 

opening is set up to provide reassurance – there’s the pink timber and the 3000 nails in a 

yellow box. This is an enterprise that can be made safe, made sensible by language. The 

colours are simple and direct, black, orange, the repeated pink of the timber, the nails (and 

there are 3000 of them) in the yellow box. It’s all very rational, systematic, like a listing say 

on the Rosetta stone of what is, the objects that make up the ‘real’. Placemakers offers much 

security as the opening word. Logical, rational, familiar, there’s nothing too fancy or arty 

going on here. But then there’s the little playing round with the machinery of the word winch. 

A perfectly harmless, checkupable definition is provided, a dictionary entry, a windlass 

operated by a crank. The punning joke, the young operator may well be a crank, as in an odd, 

weird individual, but he’s not cranky, a well- aged adjective for unfriendly, testy, 

unpredictably so. There’s the solid, dumping sound pattern of the first lines. Then the swing 

of the load that has to be steadied. Then quiet. So there are contrasting  movements, the entry 

of one of the characters, defined by the laconic steadiness of his speech ‘Thanks mate.’ The 

lightly handled humour of the absence of the builder, who might be the heroic figure prefaced 

but in fact is merely a man with tooth troubles. He’s at the dentist.  The narrator is located as 

well, 1st person so we know she’s reliable and sensible. We have proof of that as she 

responds with help when asked to steady the load. It’s all very stable and reliable and REAL. 

It’s accessible, the language is simple, the technical word is defined, we can put our trust in 

this as an ordinary, unremarkable day to day event, even though there is some slight 

unsettlement with the play on crank. So we’ll not be jarred or edgy if games like this, jokes 

and puns, recur as the sequence progresses. There is no figurative language to rattle our 

nerves. 

There’s an attractive symmetry to this particular carriage. There’s a change in rhythm, the 

abruptness of language and sentence structure in the opening and closing lines, the flowing 

swing – the extension between two dashes, like planks of timber  - that builds to the first 

words of direct speech. Blokish, sexless, easy, friendly, safe as houses. 



 

 

I’ve spent some time on this opening sonnet as from this point on the building of the 

sequence can be measured and adjusted. By the time we get to sonnet 11, the train has passed 

through quite a bit of new territory, the movement is chronological, it all goes forwards like 

the Arrow of Time, which is said to move always towards dissolution. And yet this building 

site is part of an addition, it requires destruction in order to provide renovation. And here we 

are touching on not only the terrain that runs alongside the tracks of this particular train, but 

we are reminded of the country in which the poet is travelling, the expansiveness of it. The 

sonnet sequence is located within a book called, not ‘the train ride’ but ‘the leaf- ride’.   

There are other sequences in the book which explore the poet’s concerns. There’s one about 

the balancing act that is Tai Chi, the poet’s concern with stance. There’s an exploration of the 

notion of freedom. (p. 25)  ‘Perhaps it is living simply in a frame – in a house, a page, or on a 

prayer rug – where you’re most at home.’ A place you can rise and go out from with a 

lightness that is ‘contained and excitable, calm and nifty.’ The kind of ‘lightness’ that is 

discussed by Italo Calvino in one of his ‘memos for the next Millenium.’ There’s a direct 

quotation from the Sunni poet, Rumi  ‘many demolitions are actually renovations.’ There’s 

even the appearance of the AA man Murray, relocated with a direct quotation from a poem 

by Jenny Bornholdt.  So the voices of poets and thinkers and dreamers interweave in the 

sequence, and religious, philosophical and literary ideas spring up like wild flowers alongside 

the train track.  

Repeated sounds, the language of building, dominate the 2
nd

 sonnet – they precede the actual 

activity – dwang and joist, noggin for dwang. As a southerner, I recognise ‘noggin’ as a word 

for your head. The sonnet opens with a dream and ends with sleeplessness. Once again we 

see the shapeliness in these sonnet carriages, a shape that also suggests movement, so each 

poem shunts us along within itself, while also adding to the forward movement of the whole 

train.  

By sonnet 3 the demolition is under way with the preparation of the site and the removal of 

old concrete.  ‘Demolition makes you quiver and think.’ There’s the arrival of a motif, a 

meditation on hard and soft, which ranges through the rest of the sequence. Hard concrete 

and soft sand, sand as coming from stone, concrete as coming from two softnesses, water and 

sand. In sonnet 4, human intelligence saves the project from a computer error – without this 

intelligence ‘We’d have slumped. We’d have failed the slump test.’  The plural pronoun 

opens up the community of interest, the poem itself is opening up, following on from a 

pragmatic list of steps, we sense that the references to failure and slumping are as much about 

us as about the making of concrete, the notion as comic as it is scary.     

One name after another, the workers are identified as the project goes on. They’re mostly 

blokes – we meet some of them more than once. There’s something heroic in their precision 

and skill, in the antithesis which their skill holds in balance,  ‘destruction makes you grateful 

for men / who are swift and break things with restraint.’ It seems that Christchurch needed a 

few more men like this last year. There are a couple of women, for example Phoebe who’ll 

damp proof the walls.    



 

 

Sonnet 5 to my mind marks a change of direction, or is it weight, as in capacity, that has 

changed. The points on the railway track have been switched. There’s figurative language, 

the associative impulse of the simile. The steel wire mesh on the sand foundation is like a 

rusty crossword. The cross, the crux, which is part of a lovely unpicking in a later poem, is 

here part of the ‘steely reinforcement’. But there’s more happening than that. The action 

stops, verbs are discarded and the sonnet culminates in a powerful clumping of nouns, of 

stuff which all suggest to me the word ‘whenua.’ There’s the foundation, the common 

ground. There are ‘Ten cousins. Ten  tensile toes.’ Which is a signal, a hint of the inhabitant, 

the awaited one who will enter this shelter.  There are prefigurings here too, in tone, the 

religious awareness and sensibility which is reworked later on in the sequence ‘Peace on 

Earth’, commissioned to accompany a performance of Haydn’s ‘Seven Last Words of Our 

Saviour on the Cross.’        

Sonnet 6 is full of questions. Maybe it’s a bit of a backtrack from the intensity of its fore-

runner. There is a simile - ‘ To make concrete you need a binder. Like love.’ And then there’s 

a quick cover up, a return to affable, easy going kiwi-speak ‘No. I am joking.’ How often do 

we say that, as a tribe, when we are at our most serious. When we are protecting our 

seriousness. After all we do have to live here. The opening line of this sonnet is a hard/soft  

aphorism, a little puzzle. The concluding lines present a further puzzle, to do with shape-

changing. Sand (soft) from old stones (hard) turns hard again with the softness of water.     

Sonnet 7 is like a ballet. Apart from the leaf-shaped trowel, the language is pretty prosaic but 

the texture, the line breaks, the graceful movement of words and lines is lightness itself, 

lightness and delicacy of placement. And once again there’s the comic contrast, Barry’s 

laconic, blokey summing up as solid as the block work in the opening line - ‘a great job, ‘ he 

says, ‘ plumb, level, spot on.’  

By sonnet 8, this same Barry, Barry Binding would you believe, is showing off his own 

verbal dexterity. He recycles a technical brand name, a Dyna bolt, into a pretty good joke.  

Dyna Bolt Hawken, he quips and the poet cheerfully picks up the joke ‘ Bolt, /I thought, 

wouldn’t be a bad name - / I could be both securely here / and very quickly away.’ The 

banter, just like the listing of 8 nouns, the soft to the hard of building materials that connect 

this to that and that to this, speaks of community. What now enters the poem however is a 

rather less reliable, less together narrator, someone who has let their hem down a little, who 

has let something slip.  A bolter. It’s quite a development. It’s the kind of unsettlement I’m 

addicted to in a poem. 

In sonnet 9 the narrator vanishes, to be replaced by the communal ‘we.’ All the chaps are 

crowded into this one carriage, everyone is busy, each shares their particular skill. There’s no 

anxiety, no unsettlement, there’s plenty of testosterone. It’s like a hymn to physical work. 

And finally there’s a shout, as simple and clear and binding as the shout that goes up from a 

crowd at an All Black win. The last line is one of Dinah’s best jokes, best because it’s a 

genuine expression of satisfaction but there’s a teeny bit of sly womanly satire in there as 

well, a kind of mimicking of the masculine  - ‘and by god we had shelter. Or am I the only 

one old enough and wicked enough to think so’. 



 

 

In Sonnet 10 the binding material of verbs is removed. There is instead an elliptical listing of 

nouns, of stuff, some of it symbolic, some bearing more than one meaning. ‘Frame’ now 

refers to the body, the light and dark that frame a day, a tree, a family tree, the contract, the 

code that goes into that kind of making. The hard shape of the renovated room (and we recall 

Rumi here), the softness of a newborn child that might lie there. The communal ‘we’ is the 

pronoun of choice. Specific objects are pointed out. ‘That window. This page. The scaffold of 

habit.’ The scaffold of a building, the scaffold of the hangman, the softness of the seedling, of 

the newborn child who may lie in the renovated room.   The language now is like a mirror, 

there’s more than one image arising from each thing, each noun. Somehow we have been led 

to trust in the figurative, the imagined, the associative language of the poetry. And there’s a 

sense in the final line that the waiting is almost over, there’s a presence that will enter the 

room, the shelter, the frame we can trust because we’ve touched it, as it were, in every part of 

its making. It’s a possibility. The whole of the project has been done on hope, on anticipation. 

The beauty, the intensity of the final sonnet is that now the inhabitant is obliquely revealed. 

There is no pressure, just a warm invitation for them to stay in the room where soft duvet and 

soft pillow lie on a firm bed. This is a room in which to yield, soft above the firm garage.   

There’s a puzzle in the notion of being contained and being free. The room is familiar, 

echoing as it does the shapes well known to us, shapes like a whare or a DoC hut that are set 

up (usually) for communal shelter.  The pronoun is now 2
nd

 person singular, a very particular 

‘you.’ The promise is of literacy, of the frame of language structures, the casual, effortless 

flight on an alphabet that is weightless and pliable. Pliable enough to name anew that which 

is waiting to be named. Or to give voice to the ‘it’ or the ‘they’, the creatures and the 

inanimate objects as we used to call them, which are now being revealed in new ways, by 

science as much as by the creative inagination.    

‘Every child names the world anew, using the ancient syllables. Even a very young child will 

gasp in wonder when shown the clear night sky. They say star with a hush of the voice and 

prattle walking beside the sea. Do they also hear the stones talking?  

From ‘an.aesthetic’ published in Waimarino County & other excursions by Martin Edmond 

(AUP 2007)    


