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About the Editor:


Katie Hale is a novelist and poet, based in Cumbria. She won a Northern Debut Award for her poetry collection, White Ghosts, and is the author of two novels: The Edge of Solitude and My Name is Monster. She is a former MacDowell Fellow, and winner of the Palette Poetry Prize, Munster Chapbook Prize, and Aesthetica Creative Writing Prize. Her short fiction has been longlisted for the BBC National Short Story Award, and she has held Writer in Residence positions in numerous countries, including Australia, the US and Svalbard. Katie also mentors young writers through Writing Squad.





Foreword



The Primers poetry mentoring scheme began in 2015 with the objective of highlighting innovative debut poets who are yet to have had a full collection published. Primers runs biannually and has now published twenty-two new poets, with three finalists each time selected by a guest judge and receiving one-to-one mentoring and editing advice, all designed to take their poetry into print and out into the world.


The seventh call for submissions in 2023 introduced us to many new, talented poets. We were struck by the consistent quality and distinctiveness of voice in the poems and were intrigued to see how the submissions we had shortlisted might open up into a wider selection of poems.


The ten shortlisted poets didn’t disappoint – and delivered a variety of themes, approaches and poetic forms. Often, these demonstrated their ability to craft poems which were in imaginative conversation with each other, whether formally or informally. With such rich, vital new poetry to choose from, there was much careful reading; selecting our three finalists for Primers was a challenging but thoroughly enjoyable process, and we’re delighted to present here in this collection, the work of Jade Cuttle, Antonia Taylor, and Laura Varnam.


Jade Cuttle’s poems of earth and Brownness are abundant in mud and loam and soil. From the start, we were struck by their grounding in the literal ground – how they use the physicality of the earth (what’s buried in and what rises from it) to explore a Brown identity. We were also struck by how playful they are in their use of form. From lists to playscript, to scientific hypothesis and diagram, these are poems that are unafraid to metamorphose. Each poem is tightly crafted, but they give the appearance of growing organically from the page. Like a rich compost, they sprout fresh language, and embrace us with their burgeoning lexicon.


The musicality of Antonia Taylor’s poems lets them slip lullingly into the ear – but within their flowing melody lie images at once beautiful and gut-punching. In Making a Big Deal of Stuffed Vine Leaves, Antonia Taylor explores her Cypriot heritage in ways that feel sometimes tenderly confessional, sometimes achingly political, often both. These are poems that don’t give everything up on first reading. They open a door, show us some of the human joy and ache that lies inside. Read them again and again; each read is a hand offered for us to hold, to guide us further and further in.


In her poem sequence, Grendel’s Mother Bites Back, Laura Varnam writes ‘with’ or ‘towards’ or ‘in answer to’ or perhaps ‘opposite to’ Beowulf. The poems incorporate Old English (with footnotes) to grapple with issues of translation, with explorations of who gets to be written about, by whom and in what way. Grendel’s Mother herself is a force and a delight. There is a wry smile even in her very first word – but she is also both angry and impassioned, and full of regret as she takes the stage and refuses to relinquish the mic. She’s a character and voice that stay with you, singing out into the dark long after you have stopped reading.


All three poets also impressed us with the ways in which they have embraced the process of mentoring and editing, and we are so pleased to have been part of their journey towards publication. Our thanks and admiration also to the seven other shortlisted poets Rebecca Ferrier, Bethany Handley, Erica Hesketh, Nashwa Nasreldin, Ilisha Thiru Purcell, Henry St Leger, and Caroline Stancer, whose engaging and innovative poems we admired. We also extend our thanks to those longlisted, whose new writing also caught our attention.
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