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Preface




‘Suppose we made verses?’ said Pécuchet.


‘Yes, later. Let us occupy ourselves with prose first.’


Flaubert, Bouvard et Pécuchet





With this, the sixth New Poetries, the anthology series comes of age. It is twenty-one years since New Poetries I set the pattern, introducing new and relatively new writers, among them Sophie Hannah, Vona Groarke and Miles Champion, three poets so different that their art had to go into the plural. And plural it has remained. Twenty-one years, and twenty-one poets in this volume: some will go on to publish a collection with Carcanet (indeed one or two already have). Earlier anthologies have disclosed remarkable poets: beyond those already mentioned, Sinéad Morrissey, Patrick McGuinness and Matthew Welton (II); Caroline Bird, David Morley, Togara Muzanenhamo and Jane Yeh (III); Kei Miller (IV); and Tara Bergin, Oli Hazzard, Katharine Kilalea and William Letford (V) among many others.


More than half of the poets included in this book write rhymed and unrhymed sonnets. Shadow sonnets, ghost sonnets, sonnet shapes recur. Is this because as editors we are sonnet-haunted, sonnet-stalked? Or is there something about the sonnet form… we count thirty-three sonnets or near sonnets out of some 210 poems, and many longer and shorter poems reflect sonnet proportions, a 4/3 pattern. Sonnets ghost some of the prose poems. Were we to excavate backwards through the series we have a hunch that the sonnet has been a recurrent feature. As editors we do not have a particular sweet tooth for sonnets, but the poets whose work attracts us are concerned with form in ways that poets have experienced that concern for seven centuries, maintaining an oblique conversation with past and future and with one another, and all of them aspiring, if not to a place in heaven, at least to a share in Canto XXIV of the Purgatorio where Dante is welcomed as fulfilling and extending the promise of earlier poetries. There the dolce stil novo comes into being; here the reader can register how it renews and evolves.


Jorge Luis Borges wrote a poem called ‘Un Poeta del Siglo XIII’ (‘A Poet of the Thirteenth Century’). This poet looks through the drafts of a poem. It is about to be the very first sonnet. He labours on a further draft, then pauses.




                        Acaso le ha llegado


del porvenir y de su horror sagrado


un rumor de remotos ruiseñores.





 


To paraphrase, ‘Perhaps he has sensed, radiating from the future, a rumour of far off nightingales’. Of things to come, even of impending clichés. The modern poet asks in the sonnet’s sestet:




¿Habrá sentido que no estaba solo


y que el arcáno, el increible Apolo


le habia revelado un arquetipo,


un ávido cristal que apresaría


cuanto la noche cierra y abre el dia:


dédalo, laberinto, enigma, Edipo?


(Had he detected he was not alone,


that the cryptic, the inconceivable Apollo


had disclosed to him an archetypal pattern,


a greedy crystal that would detain,


as night arrests day and then lets it go:


Dedalus, labyrinth, the riddle, Laius’s son.)





 


For Borges the future weighs on this long-ago present, much as the past will come to do: in looking back, we see something aware of our gaze, returning it. This prolepsis, this analepsis, arrests the quill of the ur-sonneteer. It is a momentous little moment, a defining one. It’s a moment many poets experience when they find a sonnet on their page. Those inherencies! Less a promise than an earnest. Once the sonnet is recognised by a labouring poet, not as a discovery but as a thing given by ‘the inconceivable Apollo’, once it is in language, as it came to be for Giacomo da Lentini in the thirteenth century Italian, it becomes part of something larger, in being successfully itself. This first sonnet, like those included in New Poetries VI, works with memory. Borges’s poet, suspended between a classical then and a modern now, mediates. Our poets, too, mediate. A poet developing ‘received forms’ cannot but collaborate with the poems that came before and those that will come after. A sonnet never belongs exclusively to its author. When it has what Seamus Heaney calls wrists and ankles rather than hinges and joints, it is always new in its familiar, its familial movement. It pays its respects but has its own work to do.


A headline in the Guardian on 16 March 2015 proclaimed, ‘Poems of the Decade anthology swaps Keats for modern masters’. The word ‘masters’ is used loosely to describe the one hundred poets whose post-2000 poems have been commended for the Forward Prize. Keats suggested himself to the headline writer because the anthology has been adopted as an Edexcel A-level text in 400 schools and Tim Turnbull’s ‘Ode on a Grayson Perry Urn’ was presented as displacing Keats’s ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ in the curriculum. ‘Hello! What’s all this here? A kitschy vase’, Turnbull begins. The third of his ode’s four ten-line stanzas ends, ‘Each girl is buff, each geezer toned and strong, / charged with pulsing juice which, even yet, / fills every pair of Calvins and each thong, / never to be deflated, given head / in crude games of chlamydia roulette.’


‘Ode on a Grayson Perry Urn’ may mark the distance between Keats’s reflections and the contemporary world. Fair enough, though it devalues neither Keats nor his Ode, even in an age of compulsory ‘relevance’ in school texts. Daljit Nagra’s ‘Look We Have Coming to Dover!’ does not quite displace its equally superannuated parent poem, Matthew Arnold’s ‘Dover Beach’. The poetry in Poems of the Decade ‘will force a change in the way pupils view poetry,’ says the Guardian. The subject-matter of poetry has been extended to include ‘full-fat milk, Post-it notes, joy-riding, using guns’. This will be ‘shocking […] after dwelling on nightingales and Grecian urns’.


2014 marked the centenary of the beginning of the First World War and 2015 the fiftieth anniversary of the death of T. S. Eliot. The Guardian journalist is caught in a cliché, a narrow Romantic time-warp, unaware of Whitman’s Drum-Taps, Rosenberg’s ‘Dead Man’s Dump’, The Anathemata, ‘The Waste Land’, the work of Auden, of Larkin and Plath, Ginsberg, Harrison and much else. Triumphalist ignorance sets out to ‘challenge easy assumptions about what is and is not “literary”’, portrays Keats as irrelevant, classical, conservative, disposable, and with him all the elitist, irrelevant clutter of past poetry and what it gives in terms of form, ear, living semantics. At last kids have ‘poems for pleasure, not just for homework’—because the last thing a reader gets from Keats is pleasure. Time for some radical cultural cleansing. Enter New Poetries VI with its—sonnets…


Sonnets and other forms. The volume is characterised by a sensual, patient probing of and with form ‘as jester or saboteur’, as Adam Crothers, chief among the sonneteers, declares. There is a finding and forging of connections. There are a lot of birds here. And magic, the transforming kind that works now by charm, now by science. But before we become too formally fixated, consider the unaffected eroticism of Eric Langley’s suspending repetitions, his syntax resisting closure, the tender, firm fingertips active on language as if trying to prove it skin, flesh and bone: and not a sonnet in sight. New Poetries VI is friendly to free verse when it is genuinely free of metre, or working powerfully within it, and doing the new things that modernism does so well, with hearing and with irony.




The orthodontic meddling of language


with the world, its snaggling malocclusions


between a group of objects and their name





 


That’s Joey Connolly: we can only imagine the pain he endured in the dentist’s chair to reach that cacophony of images.


André Naffis-Sahely calls his poems ‘episodes rescued, as Robert Lowell once put it, from “amnesia, ignorance and education”’. But is this right? He is not content with the formulation. How many poems are in fact remembering, how many invent memories? Is the rhetorical juxtaposition of ignorance and education more than rhetorical? Lowell without education? The romanticism of ignorance, poverty, the so-called ‘natural man’ have sell-by dates. Nyla Matuk evokes, in another context of escape from what we are, a ‘bourgeois notion masquerading / as real life.’ Her sea-shells are occupied by monsters and molluscs: she has managed to use poetry as a way of unknowing herself. When Brandon Courtney writes ‘Reality, in plain language, is paramount in my work’, he has defined how difficult it is to arrive at that plainness, how much has to be discarded on the way.




My father says the war changed me


from a killer to a pacifist; I refuse


to fillet the fish he pulls from the lake.


I refuse to slip the blade between gills,


fold back their pearlescent scales,


cut away what little meat their bodies


offer.





 


One might think that his unique selling point is his subject matter: he is a war poet and has been in the thick of action. But though the adjective comes first in ‘war poet’, the noun element is ‘poet’, and that is what went to war, and what came home, wrestling the experience into language and form. Subject matter is never enough, unless we want our poets to be journalists. As C. H. Sisson wrote of Wilfred Owen, the poetry is not in the pity, but in the poetry.


Each of these poets seems to have an almost epithetic image: a seashell, say, or teeth, or fingertips, foreign cities, wind, alleys, gardens, a fascination with the spaces of others – other times, other genders. We as editors relish this variety and the variety of tones. There is a good deal of laughter in this book, including poems that might be described as light verse – which deserves its equal welcome at the high table, as it always has. There is also ambitious experiment, in the formal exigencies and nuancing of syntax in the vivid elaborations of Alex Wong’s poetry and in the unrestrained invention and discovery of Vahni Capildeo’s.


 


In February 1955, anticipating the publication of his sequence The Nightfishing, the Scottish poet W. S. Graham wrote: ‘With all its mistakes and blemishes I think it is a knit object, an obstacle of communication, if you like, which has to be climbed over or gone round but not walked through. I think it just might make its wee disturbance in the language.’ If as editors we were to look for communal ground among the works here, Graham’s notion of a poem as an object made of words, that creates a ‘disturbance’ in the language, might provide a starting point. The poets in New Poetries VI share a consciousness of the English language – coloured by place, by other languages, but nonetheless a common tongue for the North American, British, Trinidadian, Antipodean – as their medium. They explore it with old and new-made tools, they push and prod, they bring other languages and times to bear upon it. It sings and also clashes with itself, against itself.


And Graham’s phrase ‘an obstacle of communication’ resonates: there is a contrariety about the very act of writing poetry, fixing something in a language which often imitates the ephemeral intimacy of speech, imposing measure on it, containing and rhyming it. Graham develops the idea of ‘obstacle’: the poem has to be ‘climbed over’ or ‘gone round’. Basil Bunting spoke of the Cantos as the Alps that had to be crossed. On a smaller scale, our obstacles cannot be simply ‘walked through’. Poetry is not communication in the usual sense of the word, imparting information. Nor is it mere opacity, indirection, slant. There is little place in poetry for that kind of deliberated obscurity, confusing thickness with depth. For Graham the solidity of the poem is like the solidity of a lighthouse, a point of permanence, a mark, a warning, a welcome. He expects the reader to see and hear the poem, to experience it. Visitors to Graham’s cottage at Madron, Cornwall, were sometimes invited, almost before they were through the door, to read one of his poems aloud. They were judged on the performance and either invited in for a cup of tea or Teachers, or told that the poet was not at home. The poem was a threshold, a word he used in the title of another collection.


Brandon Courtney, in the note to his poems, stresses that he wants his poems to be accessible to a reader. He doesn’t ‘strive to create new images’ because the images with which life has confronted him are real enough. Yet in the first of his poems here, ‘Beforelife’, the poet visualises himself before birth, ‘asleep in an abandoned skiff, / just one among hundreds / in a boneyard / of boats’. There are some things poets cannot do without, however demanding their experience, however predictive the language.


As editors we want this to be an anthology of durable disturbances written in a variety of Englishes, relating to a range of landscapes and timescapes. Disturbance can be resistance, and it seems to us that poetry by its very nature – focusing language, holding it up, in both senses, and letting it go, in both senses – is resistance of an invigorating kind. Clichés and commonplaces are laid bare and, if they are not consciously deployed and ironised, they damage the poem, unmake the disturbance. Alert and self-conscious language need not appear as such to the reader, and in an achieved poem its radical awareness is not what readers perceive but what they experience. It is only afterwards, returning, that they begin to explore the mechanism.





Judith Willson


I am fascinated by the ways in which silence and absence are not voids but textures; by the insistent, unstable presence of the past, and by the languages which transform how we understand these things.


I write slowly and revise repeatedly, listening for the point at which ideas cohere into shape and rhythm and the poem finds its direction. If this works, I know something new when I have finished.


I have adapted several details in ‘Some favourable effects on bird life…’ from E.M. Nicholson’s Birds and Men (1951). Nicholson was an ornithologist, and a civil servant during the Second World War. The italicised lines in stanzas 1, 3 and 4, and the last line of the poem, are direct quotations. ‘The alchemy of circumstance…’ takes its title from Tacita Dean’s description of photography in her Analogue: Drawings 1991–2006. Phrases in brackets and italics appear in Dean’s artwork Blind Pan; some are themselves from Oedipus at Colonus.





Noctilucent




We cross the garden: slant sun, slack tide of shadow.


He is remembering woods below San Pietro, the ragged end of a war.


Soldier and red-cloaked shepherd on the road,


the old man stilling his dog, waiting in the white road.


He watches now: his stumble down, wading knee-deep


through tangled nets of dazzle, spills of shade,


to the soft chalk curve between the trees,


the red cloak burned in his eyes. His hand, unsure.


He says, If a person walking raises his hand


he sees the shadow of each finger doubled.


Trees slide down to lap us, attentive to our solitudes,


until the hollow dark is filled with memory of light –


fluorescence, phosphor glow, poppies’ slow burn;


ghostlights to guide our double-going.








All this




This is where it all comes home to us, in the fetch of light


crossing the mirror line and only a bank of concrete blocks


grounds us here in the level give and take of the estuary now


the machinery miles down between Stavanger and Bergen


begins to heave the whole weight of the sea round; long rigs churn


back over the Blessing of Burntisland, heap into the firth


in a shining skim that hauls its undertow of sky across the silt


buckling the mudflats open; we are dissolved in this now


our edges bloom underwater and the sanderling livewire


at the lick of foam sheer away in scuds of grey-white


white-grey, wheel back, a shower coming in off the sea.


All this. And sea urchins, Echinocardium, blown from the surf


like bubbles of bone, the amazed O of all we could lose.


Our weightless luck. Our brittle, spiky hearts.








Hushings


hushing: to silence; to wash out mineral deposits by releasing a torrent of water


Clough


Up on the tilt where the moor begins its slide into Lancashire


and the village shrinks back at the sour peat out past the turbines


we’re trying to make sense of what isn’t here:


a clean sweep of mountain wasted sheer into wind,


glaciers that snouted down from the north in a roar of rubble and sinkholes,


burst open, sluicing green meltwater, drifted off into hag fleece,


goits and headraces, limekilns, the yellow drench of their smoke.


There’s a whole phantom moor in this washed-out clough


and we’re feeling our way by echo location


towards a hurly of diggers and carters, stokers, women hefting picks.


Every winter the light falls more thickly, layer upon layer.


The hushings are deepening by one millimetre a year.


Ore


There are things we remember only because of their absence,


like a word I need for the light that blows in from the west


after rain, or the hollow house in a field of bleached grass


we walked to one hot afternoon – and now we’ve both lost the path back


you think I’ve imagined the moment we pushed open the door


onto summers of butterflies faded and heaped like old letters,


their dry sift over the floor, their tiny stir in the draught.


My father once told me a secret he’d learned as a child:


the exact spot on the pavement where, if you stood very still,


you could hear the river running beneath the street –


a trap opening onto something implacable that would always be waiting.


He remembered that all his life, but not where to stand.





Snow


after Salvatore Quasimodo, ‘Neve’




Evening gathers into itself the earth and all its dear ones:


gaunt men pulling military greatcoats round their narrow bodies,


women wrung dry with crying. It dissolves trees into wind;


it hollows us out to starved shadows dragging our heels


over the fields of a planet lit by snow-shine.


It gives us to our dead. We do not howl into the dark


as we should. We do not beat our fists against the iron-black rim


of this white sphere where our people lie buried around us.


We give them the angry pulse in our foreheads, our heartbeats.


They take the shape of breath from our mouths. We walk in silence,


and in silence snow and night enfold us all, so tenderly. So tenderly.








Some favourable effects on bird life of the bombardment of our cities




Wrynecks were constantly heard around British Headquarters


during discussions of aerodromes. Swallows looped over the lake.


I watched the salients of their swerves, scribbled on a memo


The destruction of the human population


is no longer such a remote contingency as it used to seem.


There’s a blackbird and a throstle sing on every green tree


I never discuss Allocation of Tonnage or movements of ships


outside this room. I trace the perfected migrations of swifts,


flight patterns of lapwing, scan winter skies for starlings, wait


for the rolling thrum of their sideslip over ministry buildings.


I follow dancing parties of goldfinches on frivolous excursions.


and the larks sing so melodious, sing so melodious


I do not entirely trust the Civil Service. Shortages of bacon and milk


may have caused a curious habit newly observed in bluetits –


papers shredded, notices ripped. Bombing, favourable effects of,


I slot into the card index, between Birmingham and Bradford.


Starlings are roosting now among the anti-aircraft guns.


and the larks sing so melodious at the break of the day


I write The disappearance of the human race from these islands


would perhaps most inconvenience the lesser whitethroat.


A blackbird clamours brazen, jubilant, jubilant,


fireweed and cinders, a shattered hedge.


I shall persist in calling the song thrush a throstle.








Amateur magician


Learn these tricks for an amusement, but do not carry them into your everyday life.


– J. Theobald, The Amateur Magician




I studied how to cut the Princess of Thebes into nine pieces


and pluck the Lady of Karnac to hover at my fingertips


over a pit of flames. They’d have danced back every time,


those flexuous girls, to catch the paper bouquets


I’d whisk from my gloves.


And then, Swallowing the Needle, the Knife through the Heart –


the trick is to leave no visible traces. Palm up palm down


here’s a coin in your ear, here’s your purse in my hand


before you knew it had gone. Your ear-ring?


Watch me cut open this apple.


What followed came easy: the Riffle Shuffle, the Faro Shuffle,


the snap and fan of Lost Queens descending a staircase again, again,


all the false cuts, false dealing, the Criss Cross, the Switch.


I mastered the Ambitious Card; fumbled the Finger Break.


It would always be Double or Nothing.


And look, there’s nothing between my hands, nothing up my sleeves –


only a length of silk ribbon I’ll walk through, without a cut or a knot.


It’s Expansion of Texture, that trick that makes nothing appear.


It’s my gift.


I’ve left you my Vanishing Card.








The alchemy of circumstance and chemistry in five photographs


Tacita Dean’s Blind Pan





[Exile, no sun]


This is a photograph of twenty years. There are no people


in it, and no shadows. He carries this famine


on his back; he carries his country in his mouth


and it has no word in it for home, no proverb of forgetting.


[Antigone leading, dark clouds]


Walking under rain. Who was your father? Gunfire in villages,


dogs at the gates. What does her voice look like?


Like the weight of her coat. Like bread. Like Take my hand,


walk in my footsteps. No. Who was your father? Like rain.


[Furies, ‘your steps are dark’]


Forests run howling for water; air shredded, wingbeats.


She cannot look into the burning, curls under herself


as if she were unborn. Walk in my footsteps. Her hand.


He leads her over the border, into dark, out of sight.


[Colonus, just out of frame]


Halting, lame. Halt where a spring overflowing a basin


returns his face to him in silver and sunlight slipping over the brim


through wet, open hands, into black earth. He sees the place


when he knows it. No one can look direct into the sun.


[Light. End here]


It begins, no way back, in a dark room, something taking


the imprint of light. In this photograph are constellations,


musics, scribbled maps, our chancy travel across peopled time,


and there is no exposure long enough to make this visible.








James Turrell’s Deer Shelter Skyspace,


Yorkshire Sculpture Park




Temple, lake, deer shelter triangulate arcadia’s vanishing point.


Leaves skitter in the empty summerhouse; beyond the sliding water


shadows herd beneath the arches of the deer shelter.


*


Walk into a concrete silo open to the sky.


There’s nothing to see here.


What does nothing look like?


Flying over the curve of the Painted Desert, air opening like water,


barrel-rolling over fathomless sky in Pyramid Lake; farm lights at night far-flung as stars.


At dawn, the hangar shining: a memory of sunlight on a wall.


*


7.30am: mussel shell; split of gold; skirl lifting and spilling,


1pm: ragged pennants; vapour swags; sting of rinsed shorelines,


5pm: damson stain; smoke feathers; ink.


That this is nothing – how do we live with this?


We stare like deer into the event of light.








The years before




That time my grandmother went to the sixpenny hop


in the years before they became the years before


Tom Baxter and Rabbity Dixon played through the roiling night


of longways and hands across down the middle back again and


turn and K-K-K-Katy and Haste to the Wedding


              and oh how


Tom could play the birds out of the trees with that old concertina


pouncing and bucking high jinking over the honk and growl


of what moved in the forest at the edge of the tune


Rabbity sharp and quick as his traps to snare the beat


sending the tambourine’s silver starlings whorling


              over and over


towards a room she walked into one afternoon


when Will ran into the kitchen come down to the shop


you must come and see this there’s a man here says he’s a


and there among boxes of collars and gloves resting palm to palm


the day quietly folding its hours away she shook hands with a lion tamer


              and heard again


all that wild blaze reeling and swooping


heel and toe stamp turn about and


Goodnight Ladies and oh The Girl I Left Behind Me


somewhere out in the forest rough music rising


in the year that was becoming the year before








Watching a nineteenth-century film in the twenty-first century




Adolphe, Mrs Whitely and Harriet wait in the garden


still in an angle of sunlight


that will never fall across the bay window


or slice the mottle of summer-weighted shade.


They take four steps to turn into the shadows


at the edge of their afternoon;


four steps wheeling past us – skirts swinging, coats flapping –


a breath’s length away as we watch in their dark.


Their bodies are a shower of particle-scatter,


their footfall a trick of snapshooting time.


They flicker to the edge of the frame at twelve frames a second


for two seconds for ever


through a speckle and grain of sound too distant to reach us:


Adolphe counting their steps – and turn –


a neighbour’s shout, a laugh, a road beyond the hedge spooling out, out


into the smash and roar of the world that’s falling towards us.
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