
T H E I RT H E I R           E Y E SE Y E S

A R E       O NA R E       O N

T H E    S P A R R O WT H E    S P A R R O W  





T H E I RT H E I R

E Y E SE Y E S

A R E O NA R E O N

T H ET H E

S P A R R O WS P A R R O W  





Regardez-moi, Milord!

Édith Piaf





Contents

I The Doctor   9

II The Singer   19

 Notes     29





Their Eyes Are On The Sparrow





I

Towards the end of  her life, Édith Piaf  
requested that her doctor observe her from 
the wings at every theatre she performed. 
The following is an account of  the 
doctor’s thoughts as he watched her 
onstage at the Paris Olympia in 1962 
almost two years after recovering from her 
coma, exactly one year before her death.
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My grandmother’s clockwork ballerina spun until you 
shut the lid. She would open it to entertain my sisters when 
we came in from the rain, whilst the adults sat smoking in 
the other room. One evening, when all in the house were 
asleep, I crept into the drawing room and quietly took 
\PM�JW`�LW_V�Wٺ�\PM�UIV\TMXQMKM��<PM�VM`\�UWZVQVO�Ua�
NI\PMZ� [\Z]KS�UM�WV�ÅVLQVO� \PM� KWO[� IVL� [KZM_[� [\ZM_V�
about the bedsheets, the ivory ballerina torn from her 
stand. My grandmother smiled weakly through her tears, 
and gently held my head in her lap.

A central cylinder rotated inside the box, brushing up 
IOIQV[\� I� ÅVM�UM\IT� KWUJ��-IKP� \WW\P��_PMV� [\Z]KS� Ja�
notches on the cylinder, would chime out a predetermined 
VW\M��7V�WXMVQVO�\PM�TQL��QV\MZVIT�PQVOM[�_W]TL�[M\�Wٺ�I�
simple clockwork mechanism, putting the ballerina, and 
the music, into motion. My father sent the dismembered 
pieces of  the ballerina and her internal contraption to a 
specialist in Switzerland, and we never spoke of  it again.

When people crowd one another 
as they leave the theatre, isn’t it 
because, after having so much 
XZM[MVKM� WٺMZML� \W� \PMU�� \PMa�
cannot bear the curtain?

Rilke
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After my grandmother’s death, two years after the 
early death of  my father, I found the box resting silently 
on her mantlepiece. The vases and trinkets arranged so 
pleasingly around it all had the air of  death, inanimate 
objects whose meaning had been lost with her passing. 
The box, however, appeared only to be asleep. I could 
almost picture its jewelled surfaces rising - and falling - to 
the rhythm of  its unconscious breath. I carefully lifted the 
lid. I felt the movement of  the mechanism respond to my 
touch as the ballerina rose out of  the box, stretching her 
limbs after a long, restful sleep. I could only bear to hear 
a few notes, the opening bars, before I clasped it shut and 
turned to leave.

Édith is ill. Desperately so. She is fully aware of  her 
condition, more so than any of  us, yet each night she 
sees the crowds sweep in through the doors and those 
gears begin to turn. She has to sing. On the nights of  her 
performances, I take my place at the side of  the stage, 
hidden from the audience, just as they are hidden from 
me. I position myself  so as to have an uninterrupted 
view of  Édith, with ease of  access in case I am needed. 
I watch every note, every gesture. Every stumble, every 
fall. The crowd I never see, although I hear their cries and 
swells of  applause with great intensity. Their faces escape 
me, just as Édith’s face has so long escaped them, aside 
NZWU�ZMKWZL�[TMM^M[�IVL�KWVKMZ\�XW[\MZ[��ÆMM\QVO�KIUMW[�
QV�0WTTa_WWL�ÅTU[��7N\MV�� TW[\� QV�KWVKMV\ZI\QWV�� Q\� NMMT[�
as if  I am listening to a well-worn recording of  generic 
applause, played through a powerful phonograph. On the 
more disastrous nights, when Édith’s illness breaks through 
her resilient veneer, this illusion is torn as the gasps and 
RMMZ[�XZMÅO]ZM�Ua�PI[\a�IXXMIZIVKM�WV[\IOM��2][\�JMNWZM�
\PM� K]Z\IQV� NITT[�� 1� IU� WٺMZML� I� JT]ZZML� OTQUX[M� WN � \PM�
crowd, their faces obscured by the stage-lights. Never for 
long, though. Bless her. She looks stable tonight.
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While at University, my desk was always cluttered 
with anatomical diagrams. These intricate maps detailed 
the layered networks of  muscles and nerves, the body’s 
palimpsest of  processes and connections. I studied these 
sheets by night, tracing their patterns into my own 
notebooks. I often felt as if  I was memorising the key 
to a complex puzzle, or the route out of  a maze. One 
evening, the dull light from my desk lamp caught the rim 
of  my wrist-watch. As the hands moved smoothly over the 
XWTQ[PML�NIKM��\PM�[WN\�\QKS�ITMZ\ML�UM�\W�\PM�U]ټML�\WKS�
of  the grandfather clock just outside my door. In my mind, 
the little ballerina sprung from her box, and her wistful, 
metallic tune began to play.  As the song sputtered out, my 
memories of  those childhood afternoons having faded, I 
shut my eyes and started to hum. Leaving the diagrams 
behind, I sat down before the piano in the drawing room, 
and tried to translate this melody to the heavy keys. My 
ability as a musician is limited, yet I strung together the 
ÅZ[\� \_W�JIZ[�_Q\P�ZMTI\Q^M�MI[M��)N\MZ� \PQ[��PW_M^MZ�� \PM�
cogs of  my brain became jammed, the grooves having 
eroded with time, and every note I tried to follow on from 
sounded harsh and wrong. Throughout all this trial and 
error, the ticking of  my watch continued with a steady 
pace. I began to hear it’s click as part of  the body’s natural 
processes, alongside the beating of  my heart, the blood 
rushing past my ears.

?PMV� 1� ÅZ[\� UM\� jLQ\P� [PM� \WTL� UM� [PM� TQSML� Ua�
watch. We were alone in the hospital ward. I was reading 
out a list of  prescriptions, daily exercises, advice for her 
to follow if  she wanted to avoid another collapse. She 
interrupted me as I was explaining a few techniques that 
could help regulate her breathing. “Your watch looks so 
heavy!” she said, “I can’t imagine I could lift my arms 
with such a thing strapping them down.” She rasied 
her palms up to me. “Could I try it on?” Last year she 
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bought me a new one, “to apologise for all that trouble 
onstage in Stockholm”. It is heavier than my old watch, 
and a slit in face allows you to see the mechanisms at work 
underneath. The delicate arrangement of  dials seem to 
be pushing time forward from within: the whirring engine 
of  the world, nestled peacefully on my wrist.

?PMV� jLQ\P� _I[� ÅZ[\� LQ[KW^MZML�� \ISMV� QV� Wٺ� \PM�
streets, they tried to fashion her a new identity. ‘La Môme 
Piaf ’ was the name they assigned her. ‘The Little Sparrow’. 
She made no secret of  her disdain for the pseudonym, but 
when she escaped the club circuit the ‘Piaf ’ remained. The 
sparrows followed her like an omen. Watching her sing 
NZWU�\PM�_QVO[��1�WN\MV�\PQVS�WN �2WPV�8WaV\MZ¼[�XIQV\QVO�
of  Lesbia playing with her pet sparrow in the sun. The 
ILWZML�XTIa\PQVO�XMZKPML�WV�PMZ�W]\[\ZM\KPML�ÅVOMZ"�JMIS�
open, warbling, content. Often, as the stage curtains close, 
I am involuntarily reminded of  Alma-Tadema’s painting 
on the same theme: Lesbia seated indoors, mournful and 
sedate, with the dead bird resting on her lap. 

Whilst reading about the practice of  medicine in 
IV\QY]Q\a��1�LQ[KW^MZML�\PI\�\PM�ÅZ[\�ZMKWZLML�I]\WUI\WV�
was a bird. Designed by Archytas in Ancient Greece, 
the contraption was made from lightweight, hollowed 
out panels of  wood, attached with hinges that allowed it 
\W� »ÆIX¼�� =[QVO� [\MIU� XW_MZML�UMKPIVQ[U[�� )ZKPa\I[¼[�
JQZL� KW]TL� Æa� NWZ� QUXZM[[Q^M� LQ[\IVKM[�� [][XMVLML� QV� I�
vision of  autonomous movement. I have often wondered 
if  Lesbia could have been consoled by such a thing. If  
[PM� PIL� KWUUQ[[QWVML� \PM� ÅVM[\� IZ\Q[IV[� WN � :WUM� \W�
develop Archytas’s rudimentary blueprints, to design 
PMZ� I�_WWLMV� [XIZZW_�_Q\P� ÅVM�_QVO[�� I� XIQV\ML� JMIS�
that could peck. Something playful, yet indefatigable. 
Something repairable.
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Attending a practical demonstration in a dim Parisian 
medical theatre, I was struck by a similar sensation to 
that I had experienced studying my diagrams. After a 
cadaver was patiently positioned on a central table, the 
lecturer and his assistant began to explain a variety of  
bodily processes, illustrating each with an organ they had 
just uncovered or removed. The image of  my childhood 
bedroom at my grandmother’s house rushed through 
me. The scattered ivory limbs of  the dancing ballerina 
UQVOTQVO�KIZMTM[[Ta�_Q\P�\PM�ÅVM�XQV[�IVL�UM\IT�LZ]U[�WV�
the bed-sheet. By candlelight I had taken each intricate 
layer apart, hoping to discover the essential central force, 
\PM�ÅZ[\�QOVQ\QVO�[XIZS��1�JMOIV�\W�_MMX�[QTMV\Ta��[W�I[�VW\�\W�
disturb the other students. Watching the slow dismantling 
of  that ill-fated cadaver, I thought of  the specialist in 
Switzerland who put life back into the ballerina I had so 
eagerly destroyed.

After my father’s death, I felt an illogical urge to locate 
this specialist. Combing through my father’s letters, I 
came across an address in Geneva that I believed could be 
his workshop. On Édith’s last European tour, she played 
a string of  dates in Switzerland, and I was able to trace 
this lead. The address led me to wide, tree-lined street, 
where an expensive-looking tailor squatted beneath stacks 
of  stately apartments. The mannequins in the tailor’s 
window stared blankly back out at me as I scanned the 
[PWX� NWZ� [QOV[� WN � TQNM�� ;\ZIVOMTa� LMÆI\ML�� 1� WXMVML� \PM�
door and asked the woman stood behind the desk if  she 
was aware of  a clockwork specialist stationed nearby. She 
directed me to a nearby neighbourhood, explaining that 
his workshop had recently been moved to smaller, more 
suitable premises.

The following day I visited the specialist. His narrow 
shopfront presented a carefully arranged display of  
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wristwatches, pocket-watches and trinkets. At the very 
back, a small metal boat swayed on shifting, polished seas. 
I smiled as I opened the door. A bell rang out, and a white 
haired man slowly rose from the basement stairs at the 
JIKS�WN �\PM�[PWX��0M�WٺMZML�UM�PQ[�PIVL��_PQKP�1�\WWS��
and lightly held.

Struck dumb, I realised I had nothing to ask 
this hunched, aged mechanic who had repaired my 
grandmother’s dancing ballerina all those years ago. I 
_I[�VM^MZ� []ZM� WN �_PI\� Q\�_I[� 1� M`XMK\ML� \W�ÅVL� \PMZM��
but on arriving at his door it felt as if  everything clicked 
into place, started whirring, rotating. The tick of  my 
watch sang in unison with the clocks that lined the walls 
like eager attendants, an audience of  faces and hands. 
As the man became increasingly more bemused by my 
silence, I noticed a intricately engraved box tucked inside 
a glass cabinet. The box reminded me instantly of  my 
grandmother. I asked the man if  I could take a closer 
look. He walked with a slight limp over to the cabinet, 
retrieved the box and opened the lid. A wooden sparrow 
sprung from the central trap, surrounded by cushioned 
^MT^M\�IVL�ÅVM�TIKM��)[�\PM�\QVa�JQZL�RMZSML�IVL�[P]LLMZML�
around its podium, the most unnatural sound emerged 
NZWU� QV[QLM� \PM� LM^QKM�� <PM� ZWWU�_I[� ÅTTML� _Q\P� KTMIZ�
and gliding birdsong, delicate whistles, rising and falling 
with a disturbing precision. The wooden bird was nothing 
but a cheap imitation, but the song it made produced a 
disruptive swell inside my gut.

It still rings behind my ears each time I hear Édith 
sing: the light twittering, the sliding tones. I watch her 
every night with the upmost attention, and yet I’m 
convinced the sounds I hear come from somewhere else. 
0MZ�[WVO�ÅVQ[PM[��<PM�KZW_L�ZW][M[�NZWU�\PMQZ�[T]UJMZ��
<PMQZ�PIVL[�KTIX�\WOM\PMZ�IVL�\PM�\PMI\ZM�ÅTT[�_Q\P�VWQ[M��
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I lift my watch to my ear. I only hear the clean clatter of  
clocks in the man’s workshop, before the ballerina begins 
her dance, and the sparrow starts to sing again.







II

For a lone performer, dressed in black and 
stood behind a microphone, to recite until 
they feel they have exhausted the text.
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¹1�KTMVKP�Ua�Å[\[�IVL�K]Z[M�\PM�KZW_Lº
Entranced before me once again,
they sit and sway and sing along,
acting out their roles. As always,
their darting eyes remind me of
those timid sparrows that littered
the cobbled streets, so easily
spooked by the quick clatter of  coins
that punctuated our show-tunes
IVL�ZMMLa�JITTIL[��7VKM�\PMa¼L�ÆW_V�
5�UWVM�_W]TL�[KZIXM�\PM�KWXXMZ�Wٺ
the pavement, as I beamed and snatched
the wisps of  claps out of  the air.
Our songs would crack under the wheels
of  carts and quell the market brawls.

Do not expect applause.

W.S. Graham
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He saw, Louis. He came to watch,
in Winter, when the frost would clip
my throat. “The street is not a stage,”
he said, and thumbed the fur lining
his coat. “Only the sparrows sing
for bread. I own a place, indoors.”
He christened me ‘La Môme Piaf,’
a name that gripped like a corset.
I hated it and told him so,
“but don’t these walls keep out the snow?
You’re drawing in a fortune,” he
said, “keep the name, enjoy the show.”
Amongst the rosy candlelight
and wiry beams of  cigarette
smoke, I was learning how to wield
the words, to grind their tone against
the whetstone of  my throat until
my tongue could slit a man in two.
In tears they came to me, after
the curtains closed, to sing their praise
and empty bottles at the bar. 
In the summer, I came to them.
Provincial casinos rose
out of  the dust as we drove down
dirt-roads, swinging from town to town
where artless pianists hammered out
their brash metallic sounds for me
to drown behind a microphone.
At every stop the numbers grew,



22

until the shady rooms were packed
and silence only slipped through cracks.
The braying crowds, the seething click
of  rusted wheels upon the track.
?PMV�\PM�\ZIQV�JZQMÆa�[\WXXML�I\�I
country station, I felt I heard
a washer-woman working worn
melodies into the morning
air already thick with birdsong.
Her tune would rattle my skull 
all through the evening, when cigars
and spirits hung like scratches on
the atmosphere. By the time they
tolled the bells to mark the rising sun
we’d be gone. Within a few years,
I was repeating the routine
across the globe. America
became a lonesome home, although
my name was known by everyone.
My face was plastered on the board
that overlooked the theatre where
I met Marcel, the boxer who
spoke with the lightest of  touches.
I felt unwell the minute that
PM�TMN\�\W�ÅOP\�JMNWZM�I�KZW_L�
When he returned a champion,
I prayed he’d stay, my hotel suite
was growing colder by the week,
although I knew his wife would phone
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demanding that I let them speak.
Our love was a fractured thing, yes,
but the fragments were beautiful
and the hours we stole found a depth
from which I have never emerged.
The boat from France delayed again
I begged he take the plane, knowing
the slow ocean voyage would kill
me as I waited. Still, I waited,
and waited and waited until
I heard the door unlock. Although
their words passed through me like a breeze,
a meaningless rustle of  leaves
against the silence, knowledge had
entered my blood, and patiently
invaded every cell. I fell
that night, onstage, and though I felt
nothing, I saw the sky collapse.
A nervous crackle of  applause
M[KIXML�\PM�[\ITT[��J]\�\PM�OI[X[�ÆIZML
and sparked as my vision went dark.
“Dieu réunit ceux qui s’aiment…”
Mômone, she promised we would meet
again, if  only I would close
my eyes and let her take my hand
as scented smoke choked her hair… But
the love I lost was not the man
we conjured out of  dust and air
in candlelit backrooms. She said
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the tomb broke open, and he sang
for me. I listened out. I believed,
and paid the price. The dead don’t lie;
the living… We no longer talk.
Rehearsals closed, the show began
and every night the stage recurred
like dreams of  home. I lived in dreams,
whilst the white walls of  hospitals
bleached the blue sky out of  daylight.
The weary run had ended when
we crashed the car a second time.
That summer, sunlight seeped through slats
and tubes, administered in waves.
I slept until November came,
performing only for the nurse
when she inquired about the pain.
Recovery accompanied
\PM�ÅTU¼[�ZMTMI[M#�PW_�[\ZIVOM�\W�[MM
myself  projected on a screen.
The movie-star, in perfect health,
KW]TL�OZIKM�\PM�[\IOM�Å^M�\QUM[�I�LIa
and lie encased in steel and tape.
Too soon, the audience clamoured
\W�KI\KP�\PM�JTIKS�LZM[[�QV�\PM�ÆM[P�
and who was I to deny them
a glimpse of  starlight and an hour
of  song? Backstage, the bottles bobbed
along a chain of  silver trays;
they made sure I was ‘comfortable’.
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I hid it well enough. One night,
sailing through love-songs in the South,
I tripped and kicked the microphone.
A sudden squall possessed the seas
and darkness blocked the vaulted sky.
As air escapes a drowning man,
a desperate string of  words arose
but came out slurred, fell from my mouth
like stones. I begged the curtains close,
but when they did the jeers still pierced
my ears. I left the theatre, seasick
and burnt. But nothing then could match
my rage when the director of
that scorched, decayed casino
‘kindly requested’ I avoid
his humble stage, ‘particularly in
your current state.’ In the desert
they shoot sparrows for fun. I shot
him a quick, distant wink the night
we crushed Carnegie Hall. My God,
the crowds were spilling out the door,
we had to cram more seats onstage
to keep a riot quiet. Ha!
9]QM\'�?M�ZWIZML	�)�NWZM[\�ÅZM
blazed in full force across the stalls.
Four years ago - this very stage -
the heat became unbearable.
Collapsed again, they cut the tour
LM[XQ\M�\PM�NMM\�\PI\�[\IUXML�\PM�ÆWWZ�
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We had the venues booked before
the note commanding my release
escaped the doctor’s twisted wrist.
Those nauseating months, I knew
not where I was, only songs, songs.
Later on, we knew it was wrong,
but when the papers christened it
a suicide, how could I let
the script decide how I should die?
1¼L�ÆW_V�PWUM�NZWU�;\WKSPWTU�ITQ^M
despite the dread they’d penned and pressed
after my latest ‘disaster’.
Eventually, I knew it had
to stop, although no-one values
hindsight from a hospital bed.
I was prescribed a year of  rest,
which ended prematurely when
the crows at the Olympia,
the bankrupt hall it had become,
requested I perform before
the doors could no longer open.
December marked the start of  that
almost seamless run, marred only
by a week to beat exhaustion.
Another year away, and then
1�ÆQKSMZML�JIKS�WV\W�\PM�[\IOM�
Predictable as stars I would
be stood exactly as I am
tonight: the black dress, the white hands
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wrapped tight around the stand, alone
and wondrous; lightning stretched and tamed.
Olympia, this hallowed room
has ground my voice into it’s walls.
On every surface I have etched
my name and occupation. I
am painted on the ceiling. I
IU�XZM[[ML�QV\W�\PM�ÆWWZ[��1�KI[\
no shadows. My cathedral blooms
out of  my open mouth and leaves
as soon as it has shut. I trade
an indestructible beauty
that is lighter than air. Come, come
along and watch the sick and frail
QV[\Z]UMV\�[M\�ÅZM�\W�aW]Z�PIQZ�
I have no time to pity birds
_PW�TQM�IVL�LZMIU�WN �ÆQOP\�WVKM�UWZM
while nurturing a broken wing.
Another wave upon the shore.
Their eyes are on the sparrow.

Sing.
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Notes
Cover   -L_IZL�2WPV�8WaV\MZ��Lesbia and her Sparrow (1907), oil  
Page 8 on canvas, private collection.

Page 10   Epigraph is taken from Rainer Maria Rilke’s letter to  
 Marina Tsvetayeva dated May 10, 1926.

Page 13   See Catullus II & III:

O what a shame! O wretched sparrow!
Your fault it is that now my girl’s
Eyelids are swollen red with crying.         (trans. Guy Lee)

Page 18 Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Lesbia Weeping over a Sparrow  
 (1866), oil on canvas, private collection.

Page 20��-XQOZIXP�Q[�\ISMV�NZWU�?�;��/ZIPIU¼[�XWMU�»2WPIVV��
� 2WIKPQU�9]IV\b¼[�.Q^M�4M[[WV[¼��¹1�KTMVKP�Ua�Å[\[���º�Q[��
 a variation on Édith Piaf ’s ‘La Foule’:

Je crispe mes poings, maudissant la foule…

Page 23 “I saw the sky collapse...” is a variation on Édith Piaf ’s  
 ‘Hymne à l’amour’, which she wrote after meeting  
 Marcel Cerdan. The day he died, Piaf  performed in  
 front of  a large audience at the Versailles. She broke  
� LW_V�QV�\MIZ[�JMNWZM�[PM�KW]TL�ÅVQ[P�\PM�[WVO�

4M�KQMT�JTM]�[]Z�VW][�XM]\�[¼MٺWVLZMZ
Et la terre peut bien s’écrouler,
Peu m’importe si tu m’aimes,
Je me fous du monde entier.

The blue sky above us can collapse on itself
And the earth can completely cave in,
Little matters to me if  I have your love,
I don’t give a damn about the whole world.
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Page 23 The line “Dieu réunit ceux qui s’aiment” is also from 
 ‘Hymne à l’amour’, and roughly translates to:

God, reunite those who love each other.

Page 27  A variation on Matthew 6:26

   Look at the birds of  the air;
they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns,
and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.

 and ‘His Eye Is On The Sparrow’ by Civilla D. Martin  
 & Charles H. Gabriel.

His eye is on the sparrow,
and I know He watches me.
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