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Foreword


AS I WRITE, it has been announced that the Syrian city of Aleppo now has no access to water supplies. It prepares to endure further bombardment. Our screens fill with the evidence of gross acts of human depravity: children with limbs blown off look at us numbly or with corrosive suspicion. Four hundred thousand Syrians lie dead.


Entire populations stream across borders to escape the fanaticism of monotheistic fascists, tribal dictators or economic deprivation.


Global climate change has already had possibly irreversible effects on the environment. Glaciers have shrunk, ice on rivers and lakes dissolves earlier, animal species are on the verge of extinction.


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;


Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,


The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere


The ceremony of innocence is drowned;


These great lines by WB Yeats take the measure of the enormities that confronted an earlier generation. They frame and focus through the vivid ceremonies of language itself and stand, as perhaps only poems can do, as the most intense form of mnemonic, sounding out the ramifications of what has happened and anticipating what may be to come.


Measured against this barometer the onus on poets to respond adequately to the times they live in and bear witness to is considerable. Although it may seem to some that the events – the referendum on independence, the galvanising of Scottish political consciousness – that prompted this particular anthology of political verse comprise little more than a local squabble among the denizens of one of the richest nations on earth, a hullabaloo on the periphery of everything significant, it is not for our generation to judge. And there have been times, certainly, over the last few years, sunk in the inanities of media coverage, when one has been tempted to cry, ‘Look up, look around, stop navel gazing!’.


It is to the credit of some of the poets in this anthology that they too seem to have experienced an element of exasperation. They have looked up, looked beyond Scotland and then looked back at Scotland again, placing it in a more global perspective and carefully considering its own past, its own complicity in empire and exploitation. And there is a timely acknowledgement too by some of the fragility of the land on which we stand and call home.


I was struck by the large number of narrative poems, by the apparent need to break this moment in Scotland’s history down into the elements of story so as to better understand it. Intense lyric concentration is rarer; the sudden startling image that will offer a clarifying insight perhaps needs more time and more distance from the events themselves. What is beyond question is that each of the poems selected for this anthology cares enough about the events it tackles to try to shape them into memorable language. Their success is a measure of their care. And it is to the editors’ credit that they have striven so hard in a world saturated by social media and the soundbite to salvage and curate these responses to a memorable and possibly crucial phase of Scotland’s history.


David Kinloch


 









 










Introduction


THE TEXT IN YOUR hands is a selection of new Scottish political poetry. The poems in this collection reflect the tumultuous, rapidly evolving nature of contemporary Scottish politics. They also stand as a testament to the deep engagements Scottish poets are making with the political landscape today, not only by reflecting on current events through their poetry but also by issuing provocations which reframe and challenge conventional assumptions.


The idea to publish this volume was sparked by a conference we co-organised in September 2015, entitled ‘Poetic Politics: Culture and the 2014 Independence Referendum, One Year On’. The conference was held at the National Library of Scotland and was possible due to the efforts of its Referendum Curator, Amy Todman. Opened by the Scottish Cabinet Secretary for Culture, Fiona Hyslop, it featured artists, academics, cultural event organisers, politicians and engaged citizens discussing the legacy of the referendum and its ongoing reverberations in Scottish culture. Robert Crawford’s keynote speech for the conference was the perfect opening to the day, and provides the perfect conclusion to this collection.


At the conference, we recognised that there was an impressive level of artistic engagement with the referendum – whether Yes, No, Maybe or Neither – but that this material wasn’t necessarily captured or published in an accessible, sustainable manner. So much of the poetry, music and performance sparked by the independence debate had only a fleeting, ephemeral existence during the referendum campaign, performed live or lost in private notebooks or social media sites, considered no longer ‘relevant’ following the vote. As researchers studying this body of work, and as poets ourselves, we considered it important to gather and publish this material, both for posterity and because we wanted to ensure some of this brilliant poetry didn’t go unnoticed. To specifically gather poetry which may not have received the attention we believe it deserved, we requested submissions that had not previously been released in book form, and preferably that had not been published at all until now. As a result, this collection comprises unearthed gems we are overjoyed to be bringing to light.


Even in the short time between the 2014 referendum and the conference that we held one year later, the creative energy generated during the lead up to the vote was continuing to flourish in different ways. As a result, we


did not intend for the collection to simply be a reflection upon the referendum campaigns. Rather, we wished for it to be a snapshot of contemporary Scotland’s creative response to many facets of its political landscape, complete with poets’ reflections on the past, a frustration or engagement with the present and hope (or trepidation)


for the future. We left the definition of ‘political’ intentionally broad: poems were invited on any subject the poet deemed political, from any perspective, due to our recognition that often the most powerful ‘political’ poetry is that which approaches the topic from a less overtly political angle.


We left the definition of the Scottish poet similarly open – poets need not be ‘Scottish’ in any blood- or birth-related sense in order to submit, as long as they had been resident in Scotland at some point. As ‘foreigners’ ourselves – an American and a New Zealander – who arrived on the eve of the independence referendum and have since made this extraordinary place our home, we felt it crucial that the definition of the Scottish poet be as inclusive and welcoming as we have found the country itself to be.


Scotland’s internationalist attitude is certainly on show here: Scottish culture and identity as demonstrated in these poems was often not located within Scotland at all. We received a number of poems written outwith Scotland, and even more which looked beyond Scotland or the United Kingdom for political inspiration. These poems reflect not an insular nation, but rather one deeply concerned with the world beyond its borders.


As the project involved publishing a diversity of Scottish voices, we found it necessary to have the content of the book selected by people with a diversity of perspectives on contemporary Scottish life. We gathered a sub-editorial team comprising figures from across the UK, with different backgrounds and ideas on contemporary Scottish culture, which led to some rather vigorous debate at times about how the book should work and what it should include. We are very grateful to this team for their support and for frequently shifting our opinions on what material would fit best and how to frame it. All poems were reviewed blind with the poets’ names removed. In putting together a political anthology, the editors and sub-editors were inevitably faced with the challenges of being as impartial as possible; however, impartiality cannot always be the same as balance. In 2015, we set out aiming to organise a conference that represented Yes and No views on the referendum in equal measure. Ultimately, however, we realised we would not be able to do so in light of the body of work at hand. When it came to selecting work for this collection, we were faced with the same conundrum both relating to the 2014 referendum and to many other topics. Our goal in curating this collection therefore, was to prioritise work which was original and nuanced, and which approached these contentious issues from less obvious angles than Yes or No, For or Against, Pro or Anti.


The submissions weren’t just diverse in terms of perspective, but in voices too. We were delighted to receive poems in a wide range of languages, including Scots, Gaelic and Shetlandic in addition to English. We hope that this book reflects the linguistic diversity of its submissions, and we are deeply grateful to those who helped us to make this possible through their provision of translations. Early in the editorial process we made the decision to flip the way in which poems have traditionally been translated in anthologies of Scottish verse. Rather than providing translations of Gaelic poems into English, as has become the standard, we decided instead to translate four English poems into Gaelic and leave the Gaelic poems untranslated. We hope that, for Gaelic and English speakers alike, this project provides an opportunity to reflect upon the political and social role of translation in today’s cultural economy.


We have attempted to curate this volume in a way that reflects the themes which were clearly important to the poets who submitted. One topic immediately stood out as being in the forefront of poets’ minds: the refugee crisis. Scores of poets approached this subject from many different angles, but what surprised us was the uniformity of the message we seemed to be receiving, to ‘open the doors’ in the words of Edwin Morgan’s timeless poem for the Scottish Parliament. Several poets approached the issue from a uniquely Scottish perspective, drawing comparisons between suffering in Syria, Greece or Calais with that of Scotland’s own diaspora. Some did not shy away from the other side of that coin, and images of empire also filter through, revealing a Scotland deeply concerned with its own complicity. History and the ways in which the past resonates with the present was a far more common theme than either of us anticipated and that is reflected in this collection. Looking to the future, we received a wealth of beautiful ecopoetic pieces which highlight our fragility as part of the changing landscape of Scotland itself.
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