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Introduction





This is the seventh Oxford Poets anthology since 2000, and our hope is that readers coming to an Oxford Poets anthology for the first time will feel inspired and heartened, as we have, by the passion and accomplishment of the work presented between its covers. Those who have enjoyed previous anthologies in the series will welcome the continued interrogation of the formal and thematic breadth in contemporary poetry, as well as the opportunity the present selection affords to discover new and compelling voices and explore some unfamiliar correspondences and perspectives. The format of the last anthology, in which the poet’s biography and a short statement by each poet reflecting on his or her work preceded a sizeable selection of poems, has proved attractive to many of our readers: there cannot be a better argument for retaining it here.


Oxford Poets 2013 also follows previous anthologies in its openness to poetry’s many localities and provenances. Poetry’s diversity and exuberant vision resist containment by categories such as nation, gender or region. The present volume, open to poets from different continents and cultures, provides the appropriate environment for a kind of writing to which memory, breathing, space and silence have traditionally meant more than national or even linguistic affiliation. On receiving a copy of Rainer Maria Rilke’s volume Vergers, collecting poems that he had written in French – some of which we present here in Paul Batchelor’s graceful translations – Marina Tsvetayeva expressed to their author her surprise that anybody should wish to reduce poetry’s dimension to a national province or the confines of a single language: ‘Writing poetry is itself translating’, she wrote, ‘Orpheus bursts nationality, or he extends it to such breadth and width that everyone (bygone and being) is included’. While the work of a poet may bear the lifelong impress of a particular landscape, his or her reading is likely to see through borders. A poet living in Manchester, Mumbai, Basel or Adelaide probably will be as drawn to American, Spanish or Arabic poetry as to poetry written in his or her own region or dialect. Access to other poetries across economic, political or linguistic boundaries cannot be taken for granted, however, and this volume wishes to champion translation’s service to the global republic of poetry. Moving beyond the paradigm of periphery and centre, Oxford Poets 2013 focuses neither on English poetry nor poetry in English, but assembles the work of nineteen poets from a dozen different countries, with translations from several languages: Finnish, German, Sanskrit, Russian, French, Hungarian, and Scottish Gaelic.


The poems in this anthology associate by theme. A common thread links the many types and meanings of migration: sojourns in foreign places, new beginnings, journeys through real or imagined landscapes, translations between languages, cultures, codes, dimensions, and systems. Another strand foregrounds the beguilements and betrayals of memory: the siftings and shifting of its layers, excavation and archaeology, personal and public histories and archives, (mis-)information and myth. Many of our authors investigate a heritage of stories or records, others put language itself at the centre of their work: language heard from ‘outside’, language on reality’s ‘cutting-room floor’, language ‘in realtime’. Many find intricate forms for their poetry. More often than not, several such topoi are braided into one poet’s work, in the rich mix of a single poem.


Gregor Addison’s poems are like multi-dimensional maps ‘where the local and the world meet’. Listening to family stories across the years is not only a way of ‘locating’ himself, but a pointer to other lives, tragedies, roads not taken. Listening plays a central role in David Attwooll’s work, too. His celebrations of music have a unique brio; aware of a beat far below deck, his voyages are ‘propelled by the sound of cellos’. His poems of family touch public history, and ‘remembrance’ is a word he is not afraid to use. Family stories can often be ‘hidden histories’, fragile in their battles with repression and invaded privacy, and Christy Ducker’s abecedary sequence about the life of a reluctant celebrity finds a powerful and yet delicately respectful form to document her personal witness to the Grace Darling archive. Lyn Jenner confesses to being another storyteller, and her work – like that of Emily Ballou, Toh Hsien Min, Vivek Narayanan and other poets here – is untrammelled in its espousal of ‘free’ forms. She describes herself as ‘a nerdy, archive-loving type in real life’, but it is imagination rather than a library card that brings her to a remembering that will not be ‘mere memory’ (Jean Améry) and longs to ‘make a new poem from the few words which, by chance, have survived the flames’.


Jan Wagner is one of German’s most skilful contemporary poets; sonnets, sestinas, villanelles and Sapphic odes flow with ease from his hand. But his scintillating displays of classical form are balanced by ‘surprise and transgression’: poetry’s ‘bond with our steaming, glowing, odorous, noisy world’. Paul Batchelor’s poems ‘Brother Coal’ and ‘Pit Ponies’ set out from a burning loyalty to class and family history, and yet writing them has brought him up against a productive paradox: poetry, he writes, ‘wants all the loyalty for itself’. Rilke’s French poems are less well known than his German ones, and we are glad to have Paul Batchelor’s translations here. Translation, seeking its distance between the countenance of the source and the work-face of the new language, is always modernising, beginning, making it new, and Vivek Narayanan’s research-driven renewal of the Sanskrit Ramayana shows the poetics of a translation masterpiece in statu nascendi.


‘Who would be the archivist of last things’, asks a poem by Emily Ballou; her generous, wide-ranging forms compose a ‘score of human traffic’, not forgetting the desert-inscribed glyphs and ‘graffiti’ of her invented character Lizard. Peter Mackay’s work inhabits a ‘trans-historical’ landscape, criss-crossed by journeys between the modern metropolis of his working life and the Lewis of his younger years, recouped in poetic sorties in a language whose names and nouns contain the ‘scorings of different cultures: Norse, Gaelic, Scottish, Anglo-Saxon’. The ‘love of roaming’ mentioned in André Naffis-Sahely’s ‘N16 8EA’ has carried him to many distant places on the globe – distant from where? His ‘life studies’, a form some of these poems suggest, are as likely to invoke Persian Tus or the ‘experimental’ town of Auroville in Tamil Nadu as London’s Stoke Newington, and yet each poem worries at a local catastrophe. Karen McCarthy Woolf’s ‘Thirteen Names for the Moon’ sings the moon’s moods, finding a haunting voice for a passage from bereavement to poetic resolution.


Journeys, especially sea voyages, as well as a seaman’s tales of foreign places, appeal to Ian Stephen, whose poems are full of tacks and booms, crossings and compass points, lending an existential urgency to landmarks. ‘Night crossings’ and flight paths are central to the stepped forms of Toh Hsien Min, but the view from the port-hole does not always reveal reliable points of orientation: ‘you can only see this / from a distance: / the fist of clouds, / those leakages of light, / twitching electricity’. Invention’s negotiations with memory, as well as ‘meetings and sightings’, mark Kerrin P. Sharpe’s lyrical paths through a ‘world without maps’, while Leonie Rushforth’s tentative surveyings detail instructions for transit: ‘writing a poem is usually a process of making my way somewhere I can’t get to using normal navigational instruments like thought or conversation’. Frances Leviston’s poetic dissection of disinformation would put the theodolite of the poem itself on trial – along with that ‘jar in Tennessee’ (‘IUD’) that can render a wilderness ‘no longer wild’.


Suspicions about the ‘questionable truth’ (Leviston) of poetry preoccupy David Krump, too, who, in an auto-da-fé of self-irony, puts the finger on the ‘cartoonishly … manageable’ experience contained in ‘margins, borders, beginning and ends’. His poems are tight, to be sure, but leave plenty of space for the pitfalls and swings they so deliciously invoke. Riina Katajavuori’s work surprises us with ‘strange encounters…and all sorts of unrelated events and objects’, not only in her native Finland, but in places as far apart as Fair Isle (Shetland) and Budapest. When Ádám Nádasdy, from Budapest, describes himself as ‘no innovator’ and his subject matter as ‘unpoetic’, it hardly sounds like a recipe for bliss. And yet all of his poems are just that: celebrations of the piercing longings and ‘unexplained hopes’ of the quotidian and commonplace, which may assume unexpected guises: ‘doorknobs, tram drivers, or God serving me dinner’. Poetry! Can life do better?


We, at any rate, could not have done without the prescient advice and enthusiasm – while this volume was still on the drawing-board – of our Oxford Poets co-editor Jeremy Noel-Tod. We have had great pleasure in sifting these poems and corresponding with their authors, and hope that readers will find much to please, surprise and pique their interest in these pages.





Iain Galbraith    


Robyn Marsack


February 2013



















Gregor Addison





GREGOR ADDISON was born in Dalkeith in 1966 and raised in Alexandria and Clynder. He worked as a chainman/labourer until he was twenty-two, then went to Newbattle Abbey College where he studied Philosophy and English Literature; from there to Aberdeen University, studying English Literature and Gaelic; then to Jordanhill College. He teaches English at Clydebank College.











Harold Pinter once said that, at some point, the world and your world must meet. For a long time it seemed to me that life was lived elsewhere; why would I write about where I live? What is there to say? But I gradually saw that the push and pull of historic changes might be read in the working lives and movement of my own family members. Families tell stories – not all of them true, perhaps – and for some of the poems here I was torn about how much of the truth should be in them. Did I even have a right to tell the stories? I reminded myself that these stories have been passed down through many re-tellings and I suspect they have been shaped many times before they even got as far as my ears. The poems that appear here are not just a way of locating myself – though they are certainly that – but they point to other lives lived, to abandoned dreams and personal tragedies.


My immediate world is the west coast of Scotland, particularly the area around Loch Lomond, the Gareloch, and extending all the way to Glasgow. Balloch and Dumbarton are where my parents were born and I can’t help but remember two stories told to me over the years. In the late 1940s, my mother was taken on a walk up a local coffin road known as the Staney Mullan, which offers views over Loch Lomond and the Vale of Leven. My mother’s uncle had a small portable radio and this was playing Edith Piaf’s ‘La Vie en Rose’. Still a child, my mother looked down on Loch Lomond and its many islands and thought she was looking out upon Canada and Australia. The second story is one my father recently told me and involves another local place, the Dumbarton Crags – a volcanic ridge that runs along the hills above Dumbarton. As a boy, my father used to sit with his father listening to Conan Doyle’s The Lost World on the radio. Later, up on the Crags, he’d imagine this was his lost world. At some point, the world and your world must meet; sometimes, it occurs through a child’s imagination; sometimes, through the need for employment that forces us to travel. Many of these poems are about the points at which the local and the world meet through various individuals’ experiences.





















Denny’s Shipyard, Dumbarton, 1959









Boiler-suited, cap and tools wheeling like crows,


a pillow burst like flak, or black feathers


falling, clawing the air like Icarus.


The rigging gave, cracked like a nut. One slow


agonising moment and another –


the hull wrong way up like a steel cathedral.


Still we like to think he did not suffer.


But he held on for days in that hospital.







In Curaçao or Port Sudan, father felt the cargo


shifting in the hold. Surely an omen?


The women brought the body home, and began


the mourning – cursing the man


who felled the one thing in life you could cling to.


Who orphaned the postcards you’d send back home.



























United Turkey Red









So my forefathers and their offspring fled


the famine in Tandragee, the arse-end


of Ireland. The roughers slammed the docks, splashed


their cold thin faces (red as madder, fixed


in alum mordant). Paddy’s Milestone had smalled


to one pale rock and the day ran like ink


on an envelope. In a carryall


they’d stowed their bric-à-brac, their shawls, strong drink


to lift their dampened spirits. For wasn’t theirs


a one-way trip? Except, they’d never lose


their feel for home-spun histories, would weave


new fabric worked in blood into a shared


memory. New worlds loomed, new prints and hues


of India. Soaked calico stained their sleeves.






























Bespoke (Loch Sloy Hydro Dam, 1948)









Crushed stone from Ben Vane vibrates the conveyor


as mother takes tiny, measured steps, making


small alterations to fall in behind


her father, the tailor, who worries the tape like a rosary.


In dirt and dungarees, the men look up and shake


their heads to loose the sweat. Half-blind


from concrete dust, cursing their luck, their history,


they dam all with a shrug of round, taut-muscled


shoulder. The tailor unpockets a notebook


making pencil sketches for an inventory,


as the Polish foreman (made-to-measure) is hustled


into thoughts of how he’ll look


come pay day. Fingering samples, giving a brusque


but non-committal nod to the cloth-blue dusk.



























Slant









A flat top trunk, a packer lugged Stateside


in the 20s, sits by the window,


bearing the scars from the gangplanks grandfather


                       dragged it down.


The stevedores rough-housing pitted its face


like an overripe avocado, spooned out


its secrets, until it finally passed to me to prove


some stories come at you pitched at a slant.


It weathered depressions,


languished in basements, a greenhouse, a shed.


Then glossed over, settled in an alcove for years


without incident. It is


in its solid, dogged way, a statement. A testament


to the everyday, stowed away with fragile dreams


in its papered womb, in its empty chest.






























Stamford Hill









Then in the closing 50s, the rivers of blood were a spring


just gurgling. At the registry office, Stamford Hill,


my parents married, having shunned the ill- 


will of religion.


Now, salt-beef bagels became my father’s obsession.


He’d croon Sinatra. And in the Kosher baker’s


on Dunsmure Road, they dubbed my mother Cleopatra.







Next door, the old executor (who’d escaped the Baedeker


Blitz on Exeter to his London bed-sit) played


Beiderbecke on an old Dansette – as if


those Afro-Caribbeans had not yet left the MV Empire


Windrush with their own swung-rhythm.


The Broadway drew Hasidic Jews in evening amber


and time was of no matter, the ebb and flow


of lepers, of pilgrims, little more than a side-show.



























Pte 1091 Allison, aged 19









She cradled the tin box, worn and rusted


as an urn for ashes. Six decades dead,







her older brother decayed in her last days


until all that was left was this shared grief,







a soldier in a photograph, chest out, stood


to attention. Private 1091 Allison







stopped with one shot, a line of sight pointing


to the front room in a Dumbarton pre-fab,







a sofa thinned with sitting, stained red and soft


as a paper poppy. Some sniper that, to inflict







a wound that would weep a lifetime and more,


to encompass us in the scope of his lone rifle.






























Past tense









Tungsten-warm, a lemon strip illuminating


the horizon, awaiting the patter


of morning rain on an old zinc roof. Later,







trying to fathom the depth of days, their drop –


stopping to gaze up at Beinn na Caillich,


a moment’s longing sharp on the tongue.







Sat on the bench with a dry book, I parse


her words precisely, sensing


their bitter afterbite, the pith and rind.



























Clydeside, March 2011









Slowly, like wet swarth, silvered and lathered,


the river wanders and a boat passes,


and a bow-wave bellies up, out, like blown glass.







Here, in ’36, the Great Queen shipped


out into the world to whistles, cheers, drawn


by the tracer’s celluloid hand, and slipped







her hatching ground. Spawned in the squat shadow


of the great crane. Titan, spurned, overthrown,


looks idly on at boats that pass below.







Where riggers fell, now daffodils push up, massed


at the water’s edge where memory washes.


And turn their heads with the sun that passes.






























Till









I’ve known exposed till, soft ground returning


footsteps with a sprung rhythm. I’ve scaled spoil


and scree, running upwards against churning,


slipping stone, defiant over the shale-oil


lacquered slopes. Round-calved, I’ve laboured sand dunes,


trod for miles over sinking bog, weary,


tired, but happy all the same. Whistled tunes


when the sun was full and rubbed at bleary,


sleep-filled eyes in long hours idled with friends.


The winter wash is clearing the moraine.


I’ve set up home, alone, almost content,


with walls for old memories; the telephone


asleep in its cradle. The sills have silted.


I’m living at an angle now, stilled, tilted.































David Attwooll





DAVID ATTWOOLL lives in Oxford where he works in publishing, and plays drums in a street band. His poems have been published in various magazines; of those included here, ‘March for the Alternative’ first appeared in Magma, ‘SPEEDER CLAIMED CAR…’ in Rialto, ‘Wiggy in Cornwall’ in Smiths Knoll, and ‘Banner for Bid’ in The Reader. Grateful acknowledgements are due to the editors of those magazines.











I wrote poetry (and lyrics) as a student, as you do; then for forty years didn’t. I’m a late starter: a resolution to do something new each month of the year I reached 60, four years ago, produced (along with a hilarious tango class, inept yoga, etc.) an attempt at a sonnet. Evening poetry classes followed, and I have been very lucky to have had a stellar roster of mentors who kindly guided and encouraged me – Giles Goodland, Gerard Woodward, Jane Draycott, George Szirtes, and Jenny Lewis.


My preoccupations are commonplace: time and memory; the sea; processes in low- and high-tech media; half-understood science and the mysteries of the brain; local histories; politics (with a small p); death (inevitably); light and sound. And especially music. I’ve been an amateur drummer since my teens and that must nudge both the way I write, pushing against form and syntax, and what I write about. I try to listen out for what the rhythm section is doing beneath the surface melody of places and events, the beat a few strata down.


Our street band played (a ragamuffin mix of jazz and ‘world music’) on the anti-cuts ‘March for the Alternative’ in March 2011, and as well as the politics there was something ancient and ritualistic going on there. ‘Flags in East Dulwich’ is based on true family stories; ‘The sound ladder’ was sparked by the mongrel cross of a South American anthropological exhibition in Paris and Nordic musicians playing ice instruments in Oxford. I have a weakness, I realise, for secular resurrections. Generally, I hope I’ve been courteous enough to leave doorways open in the poems (as Paul Farley put it), so they don’t need any gloss here.


Of course all they are really ‘about’ is the process of grappling with language. I love the fact that in Greek airports a metaphor is the conveyor belt carrying our overstuffed suitcases around: there’s the odd business of making things less familiar to try to perceive them afresh in an ‘alienated’ world, with the distant and often frustrated hope, as George Szirtes wrote in his T.S. Eliot lecture, ‘that language and experience are parts of a whole; that… signifier and signified are briefly, triumphantly, consolingly, connected …’





















March for the Alternative


(London, 26 March 2011)









As the year turned and the clocks moved forward


we brought rough music to shame the capital:


a spring tide of homespun tribes with pagan


banners and chants congealing the streets, spilling


over the Embankment; ran tan brass stuff


recycled from military detritus


scattered round the world’s empires, subverted


into the currency of offbeat streetbands;







a Lenten charivari of dancing girls


with flags on a grey day under


prunus trees, a whiffler with a


bilious Guy Fawkes mask, a skimmity ride


of signs and slogans and awkward curses


with mugshots on placards like spoiled paper money


waving past small change of dandelions, coltsfoot,


scattered by banks of municipal daffodils;


and Eric Pickles Ate My Youth Club,


The Associated Society of Engineers


and Firemen – Doncaster Branch, Smile


You’re on Police Camera, NO CUTS,


a floating airship of inflated scissors;







and inverted echoes of old market streetcries


from garlanded union reps, physiotherapists,


trainee teachers, assistant librarians,


junior nurses, rappers and samba crews;


a scumbled flood to Hyde Park where a morris side


and a woman with wicker antlers circled


on the field as folk shuffle-streamed by to flex


a free and common right, sympathetic magic,


that the sound of perhaps a million spent feet


might be heard, and the debt to winter deferred.






























‘SPEEDER CLAIMED CAR WAS DRIVEN BY HER DEAD MOTHER’


(found headline in Metro free newspaper)









I went down thinking I’d spent too long folded up


Shrinking from the grasp of the sun, other things.







All my life I’d sidled into rooms, stuttered back


Braking with my heels.             I came through







just a faint opacity, no more than a slight film


on your skin, to help you my girl to do as I







should have done: open up, foot down, make the sun run.



























Message from an agnostic angel









I’ve learned how to lie but I’m still with you,


still aboard our ship with ribs of stone carved


to look like whales’ jawbones or boles of oak


edged with arrow heads, dragons’ teeth. We sail upside


down and miles inland, propelled by the sound of cellos


lyrical in the rising wind. Shadows of branches quiver


on the stained glass (by the way, they never


got the wings right). The bow of this Romanesque ark


points east, as though it knows where it’s going.







Yes, we’re concert stowaways in the crescent-


vaulted space, heathen and spooked by the visceral


thrill of unbelief, waywardness, and it’s too late


or early for the arches’ suffused light


to be the sun. The music’s transcendent, still.






























Wiggy in Cornwall









He had a thick black forelock


above his brown eyes:


she called him ‘Wiggy’. He’d gone bald


long before I was conceived


in Lamorna – but on our childhood


holidays in Praa Sands or Polzeath


he still emerged from the sea


tossing back his missing fringe,


as water streamed from his brow, face,


moustache, the hairs on his chest.







My father always loved seals


I remembered yesterday, more


than fifty years after those ’50s


annual bleached transparencies –


we watched them, the seals, off Kelsey Head,


past Porth Joke: the adults inert,


speckled and fecund, draped on rocks;


their young whooshing through waves


like spermatozoa


with a luminous slipstream, and


convulsing back up the slope.







And back in Crantock, by the


dunes close to the Gannel,


protean, he came in


on the tide of last night’s dream.






























Banner for Bid









The heron we displaced from his grey pool near the hospice


described a ragged parabola, a vowel from a lost


alphabet, away then up to a high branch where he sulked


like a hunched old man, recalibrating his angled gaze,


a heraldic silhouette in argent light and frost.







You are marooned inside this still and quiet place


surrounded by dazzling flotsam: fabric, photos,


flowers, drifts of memorabilia – you the traveller,


founder of weaving workshops in Nepal, lifeline


for refugees, culture explorer, art teacher.







You live now in the blink of the moment:


words, places, and the last ten minutes here


just dissolve. Through the window you watch
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