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Introduction



‘Everything is blooming most recklessly’


– Rilke


It was not quite spring when the poems landed, nearly two thousand three hundred of them, a bumper crop. Still the usual winter, all cold-eyed nonchalance, it had yet to set about the business of colouring in a summer with its dizzy plans.


Little did we know.


That the poems were written and read pre-Covid shouldn’t make a difference, and yet I doubt any of us look back on what we wrote before without a certain tenderness (as we might on the best of our childhoods), before we knew what we’ve had to learn about getting on without each other, and getting on with ourselves.


The idea of Poetry Ireland Introductions is to provide a nurturing space, a community, for a small group of committed, early-stage poets. That’s a space, I’ll wager, that this year might just matter more than ever it did before.


The volume of submissions this year is testament to the enduring success of the Introductions Series. Poems arrived from every corner of the land, on every conceivable topic, by poets of every age and background, some of whom were showing their work to a stranger for the first time.


I very much regret that of the two hundred and twenty-seven applicants this year, two hundred and fourteen poets had to be disappointed. I wish it were otherwise because I found in so many of the submissions the kind of pulse and energy one longs for in a poem. To any of you who might be reading this, I’d urge: Please, don’t give up. Honour the impulse that nudged you towards poetry in the first place, and by all means, when it comes round again, submit for Introductions another time.


By the time I sent my selections through on 1 March, the world was already taking a deep breath to brace itself against what was to come. Our workshop was to have been on 1 April: Then we thought, May. Then, September. It’s been that kind of year.


Despite the times (and thanks to Elizabeth Mohen’s unflappable organisational skills), we have managed to do what we promised the Introductions would do. I’m very grateful to Elizabeth, Paul, and Eoin at Poetry Ireland, and to Niamh O’Donnell, its new Director, who moved heaven and earth to facilitate a Covid-compliant, in-person workshop (as I’d hoped there would be), as well as another Zoom workshop for those unable to attend the first.


It’s always a privilege to have time to sit nicely in a room (actual or virtual) with a small group of like-minded poets, and simply talk about poems. And it’s always a revelation to see what people notice, and how generous they tend to be with their readings and responses. I might be wrong, but I think this year our Introductions poets took an even heartier delight than usual in being part of the group. The writing of poetry can be a lonely activity, no two ways about it, though the cumulative strangenesses of this year might have intensified the sense of a creative act being some kind of small and helpful rebuke to the worst of what’s thrown at us.


When I asked the participants what being chosen for the Introductions series meant to them, they agreed on ‘confidence’ and ‘community’. I remember it well, the uncertainty of the setting forth into a life that could possibly settle so that poetry would be at the heart of it. In my case, it was another workshop with then TCD Poetry Fellow, Eavan Boland, that gave me impetus. The attention she paid to all our work over those six Saturdays in 1989 seemed like exactly the kind of start that made each of us (I think) believe that maybe, just maybe, our poems could be worth it.
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