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ABOUT THE COVER IMAGE


This is the head of the 7ft pink gorilla sculpture created in 2016 by Birmingham Originals, a team of local makers who sell items on Etsy. The people of Birmingham were then invited to help with the pinkification of the gorilla at the City of Colours festival. The sculpture pays homage to the famous King Kong statue by Nicholas Monro, which stood in Birmingham in the 1970s. The photo was taken by Lee Allen Photography.


You can find out more about Birmingham Originals here: 
www.birminghamoriginals.co.uk


You can read about the original statue in Nick Knibb’s poem on page 38.
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Introduction



In 1988, Prince Charles offered an infamously withering assessment of Birmingham Central Library: the building, he said, looked like ‘a place where books are incinerated, not kept’. Almost thirty years later, the last vestiges of John Madin’s Brutalist structure await demolition in Chamberlain Square and a new flagship library stands in its place, its futuristic blue and gold shining defiantly in the face of heavy debts and funding cuts. As the title of this anthology – a line from John McGhee’s poem ‘Versioning’ – reminds us, the landscape of the city is never static, ever changing.


Though hubs of traditional industry have closed, the creative energy behind them remains. Birmingham, in the words of Gregory Leadbetter’s ‘Beorma’, is still ‘sprung at its own making’. And the city’s literary culture isn’t bound up in the travails of either library: entries to the inaugural VERVE poetry competition, from which we have compiled this anthology, contained work which looked back at the past and forward to the future. The result is a book which captures the city’s unique blend of Victorian optimism, concrete revisionism and contemporary self-propulsion. Beneath it all runs the occasional glimmer of older, stranger light, threaded through the cityscape like the old canals (or the buried seashells in Cheryl Pearson’s beguiling ‘Rainbows Under Birmingham’).


Poets featured here respond to all aspects of the built environment, capturing towpaths and viaducts, sun shining through cathedral windows and ‘Discarded office blocks / Near the top of Dale End’ alike. They draw inspiration from a much-mourned gorilla statue, and a soldier returning from war on the 36 tram. The cover image – a hot pink reinvention of the lost King Kong for a public art project conceived by the Jewellery Quarter’s Frilly Industries – testifies to the Brummie passion for rebirth.


Stories of social and industrial history sit alongside evocative personal tales, in which Birmingham appears as a point of origin, a destination, and a passing place in equal measure. The city promises new life and ‘cloud cover’ to first-generation immigrants, ‘leaving Kashmir/just as the world begins to shrink’, but also inspires fantasies of escape. Rain induces existential despair, children in narrow streets are transported by Wild West shows, and even Dhruva Mistry’s fountain sculpture in Victoria Square – known locally as ‘the Floozie in the Jacuzzi’ – might entertain her own ‘dreams/of leaving’.


The VERVE competition, though Birmingham-themed, was open to entrants from any location. As a relative newcomer to the city, I feel – like many of the poets selected – that Birmingham has extended to me its own unsentimental welcome. It is perhaps significant in this regard that three of the four prize-winners, chosen by Hannah Silva (whose comments accompany their poems in this volume), live elsewhere but have still experienced something of the city’s magnetic pull. Perhaps its erratic urban planning, representing as it does a wholly human mish-mash of mistakes and second thoughts, makes it easier to love than more polished – more finished – towns and cities.
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