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In Memory of Julie Boden




WHAT MEETS THE EYE?


THE DEAF PERSPECTIVE





Introduction



Lisa Kelly and Sophie Stone


Welcome to What Meets the Eye, an anthology that aims to share a multitude of journeys exploring Deaf, deaf and Hard of Hearing experiences by British writers. If you are looking for a definitive take on deafness, you must look for another anthology; however, if you are looking to join us venturing in exciting and varied territories where mountains of prejudice must be climbed, emotional currents swum, and landmarks reached that lend breath-taking perspectives on what it means to be Deaf, deaf or Hard of Hearing, then you will meet us eye to eye.


This book is part of a series of anthologies produced by Arachne Press loosely linked to a theme of Maps and Mapping, and we took our theme, Movement, from that. When we first discussed putting together this anthology, we knew we wanted wide horizons, not circumscribed by a single vision of form, style or voice – just as deafness is not circumscribed by a single identity, attitude, or political stance. You will meet writers you recognise, writers you are not familiar with, and writers who you will want to search out in other ventures. The one consistent part of the journey is access. From the beginning we decided that however we received work – in British Sign Language (BSL) or English – it should be translated and accessible in both languages (follow the link after the contents or at the end of this book for the BSL version).


As a Deaf, deaf or Hard of Hearing writer, the only certainty is movement. Society, politics, medicine, access, ageing and culture all continue to shape our landscape. How change is navigated lends itself to the richest experiences, which in turn lend themselves to the richest literary expressions. Working with and around the dominance of the hearing world and English speakers, where BSL does not yet have any legal status, unlike the Welsh, Gaelic, and Cornish languages, inevitably gives this anthology a political heart, of which we are proud, and we hope it inspires further activism. At the time of writing, a judge has ruled the UK government broke the Equality Act 2010, by failing to provide a BSL interpreter for its scientific briefings on the coronavirus. The victory followed a campaign led by Deaf activists, #WhereIsTheInterpreter, and shows how much can be achieved through collective action. Individual responses to discrimination, prejudice, and societal injustice, however, will find outlet in artistic expression as each journey is negotiated. We hope you will be moved by how our authors have interpreted the theme of movement. If you are Deaf, deaf or Hard of Hearing, we hope you are moved to consider your own journey and perhaps be inspired to write about your experiences and share writing that connects with you. If you are hearing, we hope you are moved to shared understandings and a broader perspective on what it means to be Deaf, deaf or Hard of Hearing where the hearing culture is dominant. Above all we hope you are entertained by your journey through What Meets the Eye and let your experience move through you and beyond you to reach even wider audiences. This is just the beginning.





Preface
Poetry, Disability & Vigilance



Raymond Antrobus


19th February 2021


My wife Tabitha and I visit a midwifery community centre in Oklahoma. She is ten weeks pregnant. We find ourselves in a room with light green walls with portraits of young mothers smiling into the eyes of newborn babies. We sit on the sofa, I place the cushion on my lap instead of sitting on it, perhaps a sign that I am unwilling to get too comfortable, and yet we are filled with the excitement and anxiety of most expectant parents. I can smell my coffee breath trapped behind my mask, the windowless room has a thick air-conditioned heat and relies on the florescent light in a way that makes the room feel artificial, like an eye that doesn’t blink. It is a pandemic and the midwife in the room with us isn’t wearing a mask so Tabitha and I are already unnerved. When she leaves the room I happen to pick up a leaflet about hearing tests for newborn babies. A trigger warning about ableist language, the leaflet explains how children born with ‘hearing loss’ socially and academically lag behind their hearing peers. It goes on for two pages about language acquisition in the first seven years of a child’s life and the ‘challenges the child will face with hearing loss’; nowhere in the literature does it mention deaf awareness, sign language or the culturally Deaf. I’m not denying there are challenges but pathologising a child’s deafness instead of society’s ableism is a cruel oversight. I don’t keep the pamphlet. I am too angry. I put it back and Tabitha and I leave the building.


That whole week I had been doing readings of my first children’s picture book Can Bears Ski? a story based on my own experience growing up hard of hearing with hearing parents who struggled to guide me through the hearing world. Part of the purpose of the story is to show deafness as an experience rather than a trauma.


I got a range of questions from deaf young readers, some engaged with the story, asking ‘Why does the moon have a face?’ And ‘Can the bears sign?’, and there were young readers looking at the other faces on the zoom call and asking ‘How many people here have cochlear implants?’; another question was ‘Does anyone here have red hearing aids?’, but a common question was ‘What is good about being deaf?’. There is an innocence to this question, but there’s also a self-consciousness, one that some would say ought to not exist for children so young, but alas, from birth we’re lucky to be born in a room that isn’t ableist, let alone a world.


What does this mean to the poet? What is our role, how can we engage and challenge the norms of ableist practice? While browsing in the London Library, I came across the work of John Kitto, a profoundly deaf poet and English Bible scholar born in England. In 1845 Kitto published The Lost Senses: Deafness And Blindness. A fascinating read, Kitto includes a selection of his own sonnets and offers commentary on their inferiority to Shakespeare. He blames his inferiority on his deafness, and in tight iambic pentameter mourns his deafness. As graceful as his writing is, it is still internalised ableism. I don’t mean to say this has no place in literature, it is real, but it is something to notice and interrogate when, and if, it shows up in our own work and our own words, as poets with disabilities. I’m not a scholar, if I were I’d have saved all my notes from the days I spent reading John Kitto. His poems certainly inspired me to develop my own deaf poetics, a lyricism that is at once personal and specific to my experience of deafness, but one that is also subjective and rich. My first full collection, The Perseverance, does this by leaning into the forms of repetition. Much of my experience in the hearing world is asking people to repeat themselves; this is defiance, this is also vigilance.


10th March 2021


Being vigilant in our reading as poets may pay off in our writing as poets, so I want to talk briefly about the Spanish poet Juan Ramón Jiménez and how his work helped me make some decisions in my own writing. I’m a non-Spanish speaker, so the English language translators I’ve relied on are Robert Bly, Mary G Berg and Dennis Maloney.


On 16th January 1916, Jiménez was in his early thirties, already an accomplished poet, prose writer and children’s author. He was leaving on a train from Madrid to board a boat at the port of Cadiz, sailing on to New York where he was due to marry.


He begins a poem in his diary,


How close now to my soul,


What still seems so very far


From my hands!


Jiménez was in love, a young poet in full visceral yearning mode, a poet influenced by the lyric intensity of Rilke and the French Symbolism of Rimbaud. On his sea crossing Jiménez would write some of the most revered poems in Spanish literature. Each of the poems would be dated between 16th January - 3rd October. Some of the poems read like the fragmented internal dialogue of a mystic drifting off to sleep. In Jiménez’s imagination, any boundary between land, sky and sea melts away and we readers find ourselves in the world where colour itself is a kind of destination.


…the train doesn’t go toward the sea ponders the speaker, in a short poem addressed To Cadiz on the Train, January 28th, the line runs on, it goes toward the green summer of gold and white. Yellow and green dominate so much of Jiménez’s metaphysical imagery that the colours become synonymous with his name.


Just over a hundred years after Jiménez took his trip, married and published the poems that became Diary of a Newly Wed Poet, I find myself in my early thirties, having written a poetry collection and a children’s picture book. I’ve just finished a long journey by train to Heathrow where I catch my flight to JFK. I am in a long-distance relationship and am engaged and soon to marry in America. From JFK airport I take a cab to Queens, Ridgewood, and some lines for a poem come to me, which I draft in my notebook:
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