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         Funeral confetti. Nocturnal flak. Lunar emissaries.

         Several years ago, my local authority announced its intention to convert a series of cow fields at the top of the road into a new cemetery. Many people in the immediate neighbourhood were unhappy with the idea, or, in the local vernacular, were ‘not charmed’. They didn’t want the upheaval or the change, and they probably found the idea of living so close to the deceased a disturbing one. After mulling things over for a few days, I decided not to object. I’m a writer – I like the quiet. Also, to mount a successful protest against a cemetery might result in the acreage being repurposed as an industrial estate or landfill site, no matter how ‘green’ the supposed green belt around these parts. I figured that once the departed had taken up residence in the soil, they were unlikely to be evicted to make way for some other form of public amenity or private eyesore. So I made my peace with the dead.

         Not far from the centre of post-industrial Huddersfield, but surrounded by semi-agricultural countryside, the location of the cemetery is quietly picturesque, with Pennine moorland rising beyond it, bird’s-eye views over several villages and a prospect of much of the West Riding rolling away to the east. They say York Minster can be seen from this elevation on a good day; it can’t, but from Castle Hill – Huddersfield’s landmark high-point about half a mile from the cemetery – you can look towards the layered hills and inevitable wind turbines of Brontë Country to the north. Morning and evening, the false dawns and synthetic dusks of Leeds, Manchester, Bradford and Sheffield glow dirty orange around the circumference of the horizon.

         The upper Holme Valley is criss-crossed with public xiifootpaths, bridleways and farm tracks, so the cemetery started to take shape under the scrutiny of passers-by: some just casual spectators out for a stroll, others curious or agitated about the arrival of diggers and bulldozers on a normally tranquil plateau of pastureland. A path that I walk most days runs alongside the cemetery boundary. Over a number of months, I watched the construction of the main drive and the arterial avenues radiating from it, then the walkways and parking bays, followed by the gradual installation of supporting infrastructure such as the formal gates and the lodge. Then finally I witnessed the arrival of the cemetery’s first occupants. Eventually a muddy building site had become a fully functioning graveyard, with headstones arranged along its contours, neatly mown lawns to all sides and visitors paying their respects throughout the day. During lockdown, when local walking was pretty much the only legal outdoor activity, the goings-on at the cemetery became a daily barometer of the Covid-19 predicament, with all the associated biosecurity and health-and-safety requirements on display during each stage of the burial process: from gravediggers kitted out in hazmat suits and face masks to socially distanced funeral services.

         I hadn’t intended to write poems about the cemetery – let alone so many – but once four or five pieces had taken shape, they seemed to suggest a way forward, both thematically and in terms of form. These are poems written in short-lined tercets linked with/by intermittent rhymes and half-rhymes. In contrast to some of the large-scale compositions and translations I’d been involved with over the last ten years or so, creating these poems felt more like threading daisy chains or stringing shells. Undoubtedly their size and structure suited my lifestyle at a time when other projects and poetic responsibilities came with more unforgiving deadlines. It has also occurred to me that the short xiiilines are more in keeping with my frame of mind and my length of stride in a phase of life when I’m less inclined to run away at the mouth or break into a gallop. The main themes of the poems in a book called New Cemetery don’t need too much explaining, I assume – though, given poetry’s tendency to work by inference rather than direct address, some are more oblique or tangential than others. I had been ready to draw a line under the collection in early 2021, but my dad’s sudden death that year provoked further poetic responses, less abstract this time, driven and informed by deep personal loss.

         Because the work accumulated steadily over a long period, I had the opportunity of experimenting with different presentational styles. Many of the poems have appeared in magazines, journals and newspapers furnished and decorated with all kinds of fancy marks and ornamentation from the more esoteric regions of the keyboard. In the end, I fell back on a fairly conventional approach; I guess I’m just part of a school of thought that believes the best way of enclosing the lifespan of a written sentence is with a capital letter and a full stop, and finally admitting to that was a kind of grammatical relief. Less conventionally, the poems were initially untitled. The overall heading of New Cemetery appeared to lend them as much context and signposting as they needed, added to which, giving the poems individual titles made their skeletal structures feel top-heavy, both materially and emotionally, and I was comfortable with the idea that the pieces would be unnamed when they finally appeared together in a book. Then one summer I made a couple of after-dark walks around the cemetery and watched insects – especially moths – flitting around the tea lights and other forms of illumination that mourners had left on the graves. Moths aren’t exclusively nocturnal, but mostly they are. Some dress in the extravagant ball gowns and smoking jackets of their showbiz counterparts xivthe butterflies, but the majority conform to a drab and duller characterisation. Though on closer inspection, within the browns and the greys lie arrangements of dazzling complexity and hypnotic intricacy, so much so that I came to think of their patterns as codified alphabets or pictograms, the moths carrying signs and signals across their wings – all flagging messages of alarm. Because, as visible as they were with their transitory flight paths through the radiance of candle flames, glow sticks and torch beams, they were more conspicuous by their absence. In other words, there weren’t enough of them. Nowhere near. Moths are an indicator species (perhaps every species is, in its own way), highly emblematic of the health of the insect population particularly and the wellbeing of the natural environment in general, and their scarcity is ominous. Gone are the days when the windscreen would be smeared with a gluey porridge of splattered bugs after a drive through a summer night, or when the fluorescent light in the bus shelter would be crawling and swarming with tiny creatures.

         In this collection, then, if the poems concern themselves with one kind of mortality, then the moths relate to another: death within nature. And even though their names sit at the top of each page where a title would traditionally sit, I don’t offer them as such. Any relationship between a specific moth and the specific subject of the poem is at best ambiguous, and at times accidental. Instead, their inclusion is a form of honouring and memorialising. They are the dedicatees of the poems, and if it is stretching a point to claim that each three-line stanza should be thought of as two wings and a body part, in my mind there is something intentionally fragile, diminutive and moth-like about their construction and design.

         
             

         

         simon armitage, 2025
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               [Common Quaker]

            

            
               
                  Reader, today

                  the poet has gone

                  to his shed,

               

               
                  to the stripped-back world

                  of a wooden chair, an old desk.

                  He has his themes:

               

               
                  dirty clouds over Farnley Tyas,

                  an irregular heart,

                  dry oak leaves

               

               
                  veined with meaning.

                  Is it fair to say

                  it is still morning?
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