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Preface





EDITING THE New Poetries anthologies is the most pleasurable and testing of my editorial tasks. No fixed schedule governs their appearance. I know a new anthology is taking shape when a particular poem announces, it’s that time again. The process begins, usually because I have been enjoying some of the new poets in PN Review and a quick census tells me there is a chine, a prickle, a surfeit, a blessing – a group – of new poets waiting. Many of Carcanet’s first collections take shape in PN Review and New Poetries.


The poem that set me on the road to New Poetries V was ‘This is Yarrow’ by Tara Bergin; to New Poetries VI was ‘Slaughterer’ by Vahni Capildeo. Laura Scott’s ‘and Pierre?’ was the catalyst for this book.






With his ripe face like one of those pale freckled pears


you hold in your hand and his mind shuddering across it







like a bruise – he’s legible to all the world. With his great legs,


broad and strong as the trees, he walks in and out of chapters







smelling of eau de cologne, or an animal that sleeps in a barn.


With his long fingers running across the stubble on his jaw,







he listens to the black Russian rain before he picks up his pen.


With his eyes so blue you’d think he’d drunk the sky down







with all that champagne, he watches the soldiers (red epaulettes


and high boots) drag that boy to the place where they shoot him.







He watches the boy pull his loose coat tight before he sags and slides


down the post. And when it’s all over, he watches them roll him







gently into the hole with the others and before he can look away,


he sees, there in the earth, the boy’s shoulder still moving.








This is not the only Tolstoyan moment in Laura Scott’s poems, but it is the most affecting. It also happens to be a sort of couplet sonnet, and readers familiar with earlier New Poetries know how partial they are to the sonnet, a recurrent, even a pervasive form in these volumes. Its mastery of the poet, the poet’s mastery of it, the reciprocities of the form, are a kind of editorial proof. Can one be original in it? What can it do that it hasn’t done a hundred times before? Can the sonnet genuinely accommodate narrative? Does it (does any lyric) in the post-Culler age dare to risk the preterite? The future tense? Andrew Latimer describes his work in this anthology as starting from a ‘sonnetish poem, with its volta acting as dynamo – propelling and organising’, which ‘makes its material memorable just long enough until it can eventually be scribbled down – during a lunch break, stolen toilet stop’. Several actual and seeming sonnets have found lodging in New Poetries VII. James Leo McAskill, a committed sonneteer, says of his poems, ‘they are as different as they are similar, and are meant to be read as such’.


Laura Scott’s note on her poems speaks for her creative and, by extension, for my editorial stance: ‘So the act of making these poems is also an act of submission. To put it schematically: the image has authority, and the writing must defer to it. The poem has to shed some of its busy self-importance, to lose some of its intention, to go quiet. All the poems do, all they can do, is circle the image, go around the outside of it so that it can occupy the space in the middle.’ As anthologist I declare, ‘the achieved poem has authority, and editing must defer to it.’


Deferring as editor begins when a poem earns its place. I open submission envelopes, glance at covering letters, look over the first poem. In the case of ‘and Pierre?’ I was compelled to read aloud. The poem insisted not on the poet’s but on a reader’s voice (‘legible to all the world’). Once I began to say it, the poem’s prosody, syntax and lineation created anticipation, started generating the variations and surprises that become its drama and its residual magic. Not only the reader experiences this enchantment: the poet too must feel it, standing outside the thing of words she has made. As she re-reads and revises I can imagine her asking, bemused, how language has delivered just this poem. The news that stays news, as Pound called poetry, is that recurring sense of surprise. The poem can be read, can read you, a dozen times and provide incremental pleasures. Feeling produced by language, rather than feeling producing language. Some readers set out to memorise poetry. I prefer to learn by heart. 


Different as the poems included in this anthology are – from concrete poems to extended philosophical meditations – they share concerns with form and language, issues they resolve differently. Yet there is coherence in this book as in its predecessors, a sense of continuity with the past and the future of the art. Ned Denny talks of the synthesis in his poems and translations, ‘the apparent paradox of something both highly ordered and numinous, condensed yet expansive, Apollo and Dionysus in one’. Andrew Wynn Owen writes of ‘the mind’s capacity, sometimes, for active self-redirection’. Zohar Atkins feels on firmer ground, declaring, ‘For me, poetry is the discipline of subverting discipline; it is theory in reverse.’ His themes and language are rooted in scripture. So too are Rachel Mann’s (she is a member of the Anglican clergy): ‘The genesis of my poems in this selection lies, in large measure, in acknowledgement of the ever-failing grip the Word has on a culture once saturated by it.’ For Vala Thorrods, ‘The spirit dwells in us like a curse or a spell, and these poems try to embody that haunted feeling.’


The poets express the contrariety of art, the bringing into balance that entails different degrees of self-effacement in the making of the thing that is a poem, which exists in its ‘fundamental “otherness”’ (Jamie Osborne). It is the poems’ integrity that makes it possible for them to engage with some of the political realities of our time, as with less time-bound experiences. Sumita Chakraborty’s single poem in this book may be ‘an elegy of a kind’, but ‘it was my hope to write the mood of elegy rather than an elegy proper, or to write a way of inhabiting grief rather than exactly writing about grief’. And the poem thus becomes habitable by the reader, an experience rather than a report on experience.


For some of the poets the choice of English is a challenge, to themselves and to the reader; and the choice is never quite complete. Mary Jean Chan, whose poems are political at every level, says, ‘I have chosen to write in English, yet Chinese is always there in my work as its foil or fraternal twin, largely owing to the fact that I only speak in Cantonese or Mandarin Chinese with my parents, and my mother does not speak English.’ She adds, ‘I have experienced how an attentiveness to form – be it a sonnet or pantoum, or simply a tercet or couplet – offers a powerful means to negotiate complex emotions that arise from our lived experiences as social, political and historical beings.’


Rebecca Cullen looks in a different direction, drawing into her poems tones and voices from worlds not immediately her own, as in ‘Majid Sits in a Tree and Sings’:






This morning, I wake with a bird in my heart.


My mother smiles only for me. I bash my car into the wall.


Sometimes she tells me to be quiet. Today, she laughs.







The men came in the hottest part of the day.


A walk, my love, a small walk, she says.


In the stairwell, the mothers hold their children.







The guns shine in the sun. I am a man,


this is no time for play, I do not hide.


We shuffle in, look for a seat in the stands.







A big black bird comes down from the sky.


The grown-ups hold their breath. They are blinking a lot.


The bird likes the meat hanging on the goalposts.







Tonight, my mother says I can sleep in her bed.


I make my back into a curved shell against her legs.


She strokes her palm across my forehead.







In the middle of the night, I watch her on her knees.


She tips her head backwards. I see all of her neck.








A sonnet could not quite have contained the narrative, though there is a kind of sonnet movement up through the fourteenth line, then the I’s perspective changes to register the vulnerability of the ‘she’ and hence of him (and her) self.


Helen Charman too accepts her vocation as at once poetic and political. ‘I think the ongoing work of reconsidering the historical “canon” can help to clarify the challenges of the present.’ The re-tuning of the canon, and the loosening of bonds with it, have been at the centre of Theophilus Kwek’s adjustment to the contemporary British ‘voice’, a term to whose treachery he is alert. ‘Having grown up with the even cadences of the King James Bible and Shakespeare’s plays, I arrived here in 2013 to find a rhythm – of speaking and living – that was more troubling and yet more alive: an urgent, all-embracing pulse that gently remade all my expectations in favour of a younger, more diverse Britain. I quickly found community among those with different accents and persuasions, and lost an initial shyness over my Singaporean voice.’


The surprises that recommend a poem to an editor and then to a reader, and are often its occasion, are identified by Rowland Bagnall. He’s ‘interested in glitches, particularly when language, sense, and memory go wrong, and in the different ways of using/abusing these malfunctions’, and in his anarchic but curiously ordered studio he declares, ‘It’s possible that my writing has something in common with collage’s particular species of vandalism.’ He adds, with a touch of rueful realism, ‘I like to think of these poems as having nothing to do with me personally, but get the feeling this is not the case.’


What the poets tell us about the occasions for their poems illuminates not only their work but the art more generally, even (or especially) when the information is most particular. Lisa Kelly describes herself as half-Danish and half-deaf. The consequences of the latter are not quite what we might expect:




I have to work hard to listen and this requires me to place you to my right side, to watch your lips, to watch your hands, to watch your gestures. How can form not matter? To understand what you say, I must attempt to control our interrelated physical space. Of course, I often fail and confusion, mis-interpretation, annoyance, as well as humour are by-products. My poems reflect my obsession with form and the physical space that words occupy on the page.





Isabel Galleymore works in what may seem an unusual way. ‘[M]uch of my writing starts with research. “Kind” [p. 308], for example, emerged from a day spent at an owl sanctuary where many owls have become “imprinted”: a term used, in this case, for animals who become so familiar with humans that they begin to take on certain human behaviours.’ Katherine Horrex is similarly particular, and then earns the right to generalise: ‘I wanted to acknowledge a set of grim, but interesting environmental truths. Microclimates. Unhelpful forms of education.’


More up-beat, with a strong narrative instinct, is Neil Fleming: ‘Also there are stories. Some with pirates in.’ Stories are his metiér. His ‘Clock with Brass Winding Key’ (p. 289) concludes,






But really it’s about explaining what happened once,


And about what will happen later on, long beyond


Anything we might guess now. About the hours till it’s day.























NEW POETRIES VII























LAURA SCOTT





Sometimes images get stuck in my head. They lie across my mind for days, sometimes for weeks and months. And when I try and brush them away they just stay there, like threads of cobweb you can’t quite reach that hang from high ceilings. They won’t drop into that place of knowledge and recognition where they can be slotted in and understood. They don’t want to go there. Instead they stick stubbornly to their own luminous strangeness, refusing to mean. All I can do with them is put them into poems because they will go there. So that’s what these poems are – images that got stuck. And sliding them across involves accepting that they will behave in pretty much the same way inside the poem – they won’t suddenly sit up and start to mean. They’ll just lie there.


So the act of making these poems is also an act of submission. To put it schematically: the image has authority, and the writing must defer to it. The poem has to shed some of its busy self-importance, to lose some of its intention, to go quiet. All the poems do, all they can do, is circle the image, go around the outside of it so that it can occupy the space in the middle.


And once I’d realised that, the actual writing – about a fence, or a man dying in a field, or the sound of a song – was easier than I’d imagined. I’m not saying that writing these poems was easy, but that it was important not to try too hard. Ease is an essential part of it. If the image is there, at the centre of things, then after that it is just a question of detail, of registering it as minutely as I can, bit by bit, so that it can be seen by somebody else. What these poems are, I hope, is a trace of that ease, because without ease there wouldn’t be a poem. 





















If I could write like Tolstoy









                                              you’d see a man


dying in a field with a flagstaff still in his hands.







I’d take you close until you saw the grass


blowing around his head, and his eyes







looking up at the white sky. I’d show you


a pale-faced Tsar on a horse under a tree,







breath from its nostrils, creases in gloved fingers


pulling at the reins, perhaps hoof marks in the mud







as he jumps the ditch at the end of the field.


I’d show you men walking down a road,







one of them shouting to the others to get off it.


You’d hear the ice crack as they slipped down the bank







to join him, bringing their horses with them. You’d feel


the blood coming out of the back of someone’s head,







warm for a moment, before it touched the snow.


I’d show you a dead man come back to life.







Then I’d make you wait – for pages and pages –


before you saw him, go to his window







and look at how the moon turns half a row


of trees silver, leaves the other half black.






























Tolstoy’s Dog









What is it about the lavender-grey dog


           hanging around the men


playing with a piece of straw


           as if it were a stick


while Moscow burns behind them?


           What is it that makes her lie


across my mind as if she might be


           what all those words were about?



























and Pierre?









With his ripe face like one of those pale freckled pears


you hold in your hand and his mind shuddering across it







like a bruise – he’s legible to all the world. With his great legs,


broad and strong as the trees, he walks in and out of chapters







smelling of eau de cologne, or an animal that sleeps in a barn.


With his long fingers running across the stubble on his jaw,







he listens to the black Russian rain before he picks up his pen.


With his eyes so blue you’d think he’d drunk the sky down







with all that champagne, he watches the soldiers (red epaulettes


and high boots) drag that boy to the place where they shoot him.







He watches the boy pull his loose coat tight before he sags and slides


down the post. And when it’s all over, he watches them roll him







gently into the hole with the others and before he can look away


he sees, there in the earth, the boy’s shoulder still moving.






























Fragment









How can I forget the feel of her ribs


under my fingertips,







the thump of her slow heart


into my hand? I will be the frost







running silver threads through brown leaves under her feet –



























The Singing









I heard it in that weirdly wintery room where the velvet curtains


fell in liver-coloured scrolls and crept out from the walls


when they found the floor and the dark wood cabinet waited


in the corner. That was where they sang for us, or for each other,







or for Greece. I’m not sure who – all I know is the sound of it,


its swell and its swoon, the swerve of it as it left their fingers


and throats and pulled the air into new shapes around us.


And if I circle it, slowly, with these lines, go round the outside of it,







some of that sound might slide into your ears. If I told you


what they looked like, the three musicians, the fat one


in the middle with his bald head and his great belly


arranged over his thighs, more like a butcher than a musician,







and the other two sitting impassively on either side, as if they were bored


– then maybe you’d see them sitting there, with the windows


and the velvet curtains behind them. You’d see me in the front row,


shifting in my seat, wondering when they were going to start. 







And then you’d watch the bald one thread his hand under the neck


of his guitar and lay the other over its body and start to play


and the sounds of those notes, higher and faster than you’d expect


would fall into the room like leaves as he moves his fingers







quickly over the fret board. And that would be enough, easily enough,


you could sit and listen to the sharp sounds of the strings


climbing the air forever, but then he’d give you his voice as well


and you won’t be able to believe that such a voice could come







from such a source. And some bit of you would back away like a horse


rearing up on its hind legs, troubled by something its rider can’t see


because you won’t know where to put the sound, what to do with it.


And you’ll wonder why the other two are there, they’re not doing anything,







just looking at the floor but they don’t look bored anymore. But then


the old one with the slicked-back hair will start to hum, and the sound


will be as deep and dark as the lines on his face. And when the song starts


its ascent, the other man will come in and the three voices will plait







themselves together until the tune is so strong you could climb up it.


And the air will be so taut, you’ll hear the breath caught


in the back of your own throat. And then the song will swerve downwards


in its layered refrain and the audience around and behind you







add their voices to the musicians’ and all the voices will go down together


as if the song had stairs and they were made of stone


and the voices were like the soles of thousands of shoes lapping away


at the stone year after year until there is a dent in the middle of the step.







And you’ll follow them, wishing you knew the words, willing the song


to go on pouring itself into the room. And that layer that locks you


into yourself will fall away and you’ll remember Caliban, crying out


when he wakes from his dream and longs to hear that song again.






























a different tune









oh my heavy heart how can I


make you light again so I don’t have to







lug you through the years and rooms?


Shall I make a sling for you of silk and fingers







in a blue that brings out your bruised red?


I could hang it from the bony strut







of my collarbones to hammock your sad weight.


Would you soften your walls and open







your dark chambers if I did? I’m the one –


the only one – who really loves you







so be light for me, light like the bird


perching on the rose stem, its pronged feet







threaded through the black thorns —


so light the stem barely moves.






























What I know









            is this      this


                       is what I really know, this is what tocks


and ticks inside me, this is what seeps out –


                       my signature scent, the one that catches


in the fine hairs of your nostrils so you can sniff me out in a room full of people.







This is what paper-cuts my throat and clouds the trees


           that grow in the soft bed of my lungs.


This is what I know and what I know is this —


                       you’ve watched me and clocked me and found me


wanting.     That’s where I am


           caught here in this smear with you


running your cold carp eyes over my words and recognising their lack,


my lack, my heaving lack, the one I carry on my back —


                       that’s what I know                that’s what I write


while others tweet and fleet in a silver shoal up to the light.



























Lines on a broken statue of Iris









What are you


                         a goddess or a servant forever


tied to their purpose?


Iris of my eye   you must be more than that.


                           I only saw a fragment of you


            caught        mid-leap in the stone’s soft lip


                                     the ripples in your robe


blown against your thighs,


                                     your wide stride


spanning


                        all possible worlds. 


            Did they make you to embody


their thoughts, to carry their desire


            through air and water, to fall like a stone


down a well to the unseen face waiting in the dark


                            to sound out their message?


Or do you sometimes


                            slip your reins


            and turn your body away


                                       from their intention?



























What the trees do









They play with us


they want to be us


they once were us







a long time ago


one of them


caught the heel of a girl







in the crook of its branch,


snagged it like a bird


caught in a bush







flicked her


up into its leaves.


She cried and the birds







scattered so no-one heard


and the tree pushed her


higher and higher 







up to where its branches


scratched the sky


and the wind blew her







hair into the leaves,


up to where the tree


thrummed under her







and the birds’ throats


quivered next to her and her ribs


opened and softened







and their tips pushed


through her skin into the bark


and the tree grew around her.







And sometimes you hear her


tapping her fingers


against your window.







They play with us


they want to be us


they once were us.






























Turner









His father saw it before anyone else,


the boy could paint light, could take the sky


into the bristles of his brush and lay it flat


like ribbon around a haberdasher’s card.







He could take the curl of cloud, the line


of sea, and drop them on to canvas


pinned and waiting for him like a spider’s


web on a window pane. He could make







colours his father had never seen appear


in white china bowls, grinding red lead


and smalt, madder and green slate


while his father washed bundles of hair







ready for the next day, rolling them


between finger and thumb, smoothing


the shafts flat as fish scales. In the morning,


when the light was at its sharpest, Joseph lit







the colour with water and gum, stirring in


honey so the Prussian blues and milky greens,


the scarlets and viridians, could breathe across


the hatched threads of the canvas. And while







his father knotted and threaded the hair


into silken caps, weaving it into clusters


of curls, the boy split shafts of light


until they shimmered on the tip of his brush.







And for a moment, the father looked up


from his work and was scared by the boy


who could paint God’s light across the water,


the air’s joy at being empty handed.






























The Dogs in Greece are different









Rumours buzz around them like flies. Some say


they’ve taken over the old airport in Athens,


roaming its runways, loping around


the abandoned planes, cocking their legs on the clumps


of grass growing through the cracks in the tarmac.


Somebody has actually seen them, sleeping


on the unmoving baggage carousels and chewing


the dead cables, howling under the announcement boards


proclaiming flight details of planes long gone.


There are stories of them guarding the Acropolis at night


in return for scraps of food, of thousands of them


being rounded up and driven away in lorries


before the Olympics, and poisoned or released into the hills,


depending on who you’re talking to. They say the ones


in the towns are fine, they spend their days lying in the shade


and their nights strolling around the bars and restaurants.


But the ones at the edges where the roads turn into motorways


and the grass grows tall and thick, they’re the ones you have to watch.


They have started to pack and someone has drawn black lines


around their pale lemon eyes. The bitches are always on heat


and the litters are getting bigger. The pups with the soft pink


paw pads are the first to go and soon their own mothers


will be breaking their necks before they’ve opened their eyes.


And one day a man will come home, dressed as a beggar,


a man who has been travelling for years and years but this time


there will be no dog flattening its ears and thumping its tail


at the sight of him, this time there’ll be wolves


circling the scrubland where he swears his house used to be.






























To the Trees









quick and slick


           and full of you,


the you I don’t want,


                        the you that brims over, brims under my lines, the you I can’t


remake, reshape,


                        the you I –


           just leave it, drop it, walk away. There’s nothing to see here.







Go to the trees,


           I always go to the trees, but let’s go


to the tree outside my window,


           the one standing on its own, away from all the others,


the one with the great arms stretching up







the one with too many fingers spreading themselves


           into shapes so the fierce birds might come to them. Too many for what?







To be just pointing at the sky,


           to be just making shapes for the birds?







They must be a trace of something,


           of some hand, some principle urging them on –







maybe Maths or God


           and God knows we don’t want to go down that road


                              do we?







           Just look at the trees.







I wish I didn’t know any rules, any at all, and then my poems,


           or this poem at least,


would move, would soar, would hover and break


           into thousands and thousands


                         of pieces of white material.






























The Thorn and the Grass









That day I ran my fingers over my son’s knee


and they slowed as if puzzled by a sudden patch


of hardness where the skin thickened and pulled


me back to trace the contour lines around it. And there


in the middle of his soft flesh that black pin prick


puncturing his creamy skin and my fingers pressing


down on the ridge around it and us watching as a tip slowly


emerged, pushing its nose up into the air. So I pressed


a little harder and this great thorn slid out of his knee,


the unmistakable curve of a rose thorn freed from his flesh.


But then what about the grass, shall I make her the grass


that grows in the cold sand high above the beach,


blown sad and sharp by the wind, swishing her blades


from side to side, waiting for him to run through her?






























So Many Houses









When the grown-ups came we scattered like dust


into the skirting boards – and watched


as they swirled and whirled and married the wrong people.







So many rooms and so many houses


they had to spread the paintings


thinly over the walls. We jumped on the beds







and ran in the gardens, climbed all those stairs


curled our fingers around all those banisters


but we stood still on the landings and felt







the floorboards warp under our feet.


All those houses but only one pattern


and they made it again and again as if it were a song







they loved and they had to play again and again,


a song about a girl with skin as white as alabaster


who danced with a man with hair as black as night,







a song about the child he gave her before he left her


to find another who would give her two more


and as we listened to the song coming through the floorboards







it settled into us and we saw ourselves


spread out in a deck of cards across the table,


a fan of children with different coloured hair.






























Fence









What is it about the fence that scares me? you know the one


I mean, the one with gaps between its narrow wooden slats


and a length of wire running across its back. Is it the way


it leans and sags into the grass that grows on the dunes?


Or maybe the way it creaks as it sways in the wind, the way it moves


like seaweed breathing in the tide. Is it because it can’t keep anything


in or anything out? Or is it because, despite all that, it’s found


the strength in the slant, the speck of stillness that hides


itself somewhere on the point of collapse? I think I know –


but I wish I didn’t, so I’ll make the turn as fast as I can, so fast


you’ll only just see me do it. It reminds me of you


in that white room, taking too long to die, stopping


and starting, huffing and puffing your way to the door,


dragging your great ribs into the leaves like an old bear.
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