
On “Latanoprost Variations” 

I started to write the abandoned1 prose piece “Latanoprost Variations” 
in 2004 after finishing my first book of poems stretchers (eventually 
published by Reality Street in 2006). The title is not supposed to be 
obscure or misleading but it could be construed as both of these. 
“Latanoprost” is the name of a topical eye drop used to treat various 
forms of glaucoma and I found it printed on a cheap plastic pen in the 
flat of a friend I had recently moved in with, under the bed in fact. It 
belonged to my friend’s brother who had just moved out. He was an eye 
surgeon and the pen was one of those objects used by pharmaceutical 
companies to promote their products (Latanoprost was manufactured by 
Pfizer under the brand name ‘Xalatan’). I started off writing the piece 
not on a computer, as I had begun to do with most of my work by this 
point, but instead using this found pen whose anachronistic materiality 
I wanted to work with. The ‘Variations ‘of the title gesture not wholly 
unironically to variations in music, but are really just the words I 
wrote down using my new pen.  

As I’ve said, the piece itself follows on from my book stretchers. 
Writing prose with a strong horizontal pull and using punctuation2 
made a welcome change from the punctuationless poems of stretchers 
and their mainly vertical thrust. With hindsight, “Latanoprost 
Variations” is a bridge between stretchers and my next book, Bird bird, 
a series of prose poems about British birds whose shape is also 
primarily horizontal (or landscape if you like, fitting for its subject 
matter). Looking back at it I was trying to further develop the naïve 
voice I had been using in stretchers, pushing it in new directions by 
playing with some aspects of the New Sentence. This voice actually 
comes quite close to madness at times. I had just been reading John 
Clare’s “Journey out of Essex” and the armed conflict in Iraq was 
producing atrocities that were increasingly impossible to ignore.  The 
Variations, then, were also attempts to articulate daily life under 
these conditions, though often distortedly and to the extent of 
absurdity. Making a country by sewing together turnips is not an 
entirely pragmatic endeavour but it seemed as good an analogy for 
Britain as I could come up with at the time, a Britain ruled by the twin 
horrors of the Labour Government and daytime TV with its then King 
and Queen, Richard Madeley and Judy Finnegan, who were to exert an 
unprecedented power over the reading habits of the population 
throughout the decade with their so-called ‘Book Club’. My phrase 
“Richard is stranger than Judy” is of course also a nod to the great 
English musician Robert Wyatt and his, by contrast, exemplary politics. 

Although some of the Variations are private, others continue to allude 
to highly publicised events. The ‘man in a see-through box’ is a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  “Abandoned”	  is	  perhaps	  too	  grandiose	  a	  word	  to	  describe	  what	  happened	  to	  a	  piece	  which	  really	  hardly	  even	  
got	  underway.	  
2	  The	  original	  version	  used	  full	  stops	  which	  I	  have	  subsequently	  replaced	  with	  forward	  slashes.	  



reference to the American illusionist David Blaine who had in late 2003 
lived for 44 days without food in a plexiglass cube suspended above the 
Thames at Tower Bridge (just around the corner from the flat I lived 
in). This narcissistic display of privation masquerading as heroism 
seemed to me obscene in the light of more pressing incarceration and 
torture in Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay. Perhaps I missed the point. I 
should say that at the same time as writing “Latanoprost Variations” I 
was also trying to respond more directly to the Iraq War in a brief 
series of visual poems called “Slates.” Composed with the same pen and 
with my non-writing hand to mimic the handwriting of a child, I then 
used Photoshop to produce the resultant images in negative, white on 
black. They looked to me like the slate-boards used in Victorian schools 
and the language I employed was, like in the Variations, deliberately 
ingenuous, but blunter and less opaque. I couldn’t think of any other 
way to write about what was happening in the Middle East.  

At times in 2004 it seemed like we were living through end times and 
there are certainly some apocalyptic scenarios in “Latanoprost 
Variations.” My personal life at the time was not too great either and at 
the end of the year my friend and flatmate died suddenly of a heart 
attack. It would be too neat to say that I abandoned3 the piece as a 
result of his death. The truth is I had given it up midway through the 
year for other reasons – partly because it was taking me too long to 
write, partly because I was becoming bored with the form and couldn’t 
think of continuing to address Sheila Jordan, the American Jazz singer 
whose work I had no interest in at all,4 and partly because I had begun 
in earnest the bird poems that were to occupy me for the next few years. 
However, things were to take a strange turn when I was soon after 
diagnosed with early onset glaucoma and prescribed Latanoprost as a 
treatment which I continue to use to this day. In late 2012 Pfizer’s 
patent for the drug expired and a host of other pharmaceutical 
companies began to manufacture generic versions of it more cheaply. I 
lost the pen I don’t recall where or when. “Slates” for the most part 
remains unpublished. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  See	  footnote	  1	  
4	  I	  don’t	  remember	  why	  I	  chose	  her	  as	  my	  interlocutor.	  	  


