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IAN HUMPHREYS




Why I Write Poetry: Essays on Becoming a Poet, Keeping Going and Advice for the Writing Life – An Introduction



The poets (by which I mean all artists) are finally the only people who know the truth about us. Soldiers don’t. Statesmen don’t. Priests don’t. Union leaders don’t. Only poets.


– James Baldwin


This book is an unravelling. Two dozen contemporary poets were tasked with trying to unpick the whys and wherefores of what they do. It could have been messy. But instead, clarity emerged from chaos.


Why poetry? How did they begin? What inspires their art? How did they find their voice? Who are their influences? How do they cope with set-backs and deal with success? What keeps them writing? Has the road been straight or long, winding and pot-holed? The answers are eye-opening, honest and compelling; clear-cut and implied. No two essays are alike. Yet many speak to each other, openly or subtly, in the same way that good poems communicate with one another.


Why I Write Poetry is a luminous display of frankness, intellect and wit from a cross-section of today’s British poetry scene. These are writers who matter. Poets with many collections under their belts sit alongside newer voices, and contributors originate from all corners of the UK and beyond. Some have collections with big publishers, others are championed by small independents. Some write in English as a second language or use dialect, others stride across genres. Perhaps without realising it, many are dismantling the barriers between page and stage.


Despite representing a wide range of backgrounds, our essayists have one thing in common – a desire to write towards their own particular truth. This might centre on family, the environment, place, community, trauma, the body or politics. It may involve a dissection of the body politic. Collectively, these are must-read reflections of society’s hopes and fears, our prejudices and dreams. Many of the essays include tips and advice on making your way in the competitive, often perplexing world of poetry, and there’s a wealth of thought-provoking prompts and exercises to enjoy.


Audre Lorde said, only one thing is more frightening than speaking your truth. And that’s not speaking. By rooting out the truth and beauty of why they write, our featured poets underscore not only why poetry matters to them, but why it should matter to everyone.


Thank you to the thinkers who contributed their time and energy to this project. There were surprises and delights at every turn. Thanks also to Jane Commane for the gig, for her continued support, and for coming up with the concept and title of this vital, timely book.


*


The late poet John Ash once pleaded with me not to take up poetry.


It was 1983. He had cornered me in the newly renovated kitchen of a house in Whalley Range. John rented the adjacent room. My friend Tarik rented a room on the second floor. Another friend Mark was pirouetting by the dishwasher when John stormed in to complain about the noise.


We had been giddily fixing 3am snacks while attempting an off-key rendition of ‘Love Pains’ by Yvonne Elliman, so it was a fair cop. John didn’t stay angry for long. He asked what I was studying, what my plans were, and seemed relieved to hear they did not involve poetry.


‘Good choice, very sensible. Whatever you do, please don’t become a poet! Stick to something where you can earn a bit of money.’


I remember laughing to myself. At that moment, I honestly could not think of anything I would enjoy less – an occupation that seemed duller – than writing poetry.


While researching this book, I discovered that around the time we met, John had written a short essay about his collection The Goodbyes (Carcanet, 1982). The piece was republished two decades later in Don’t Ask Me What I Mean: Poets in Their Own Words (Picador).


One part of the essay, in particular, caught my eye: “… many of the poems were written to the accompaniment of the kind of music you might hear at parties or in good nightclubs, that is to say, songs of August Darnell, Ashford and Simpson or the Chic Organisation, and on occasion the words of these songs have found their way into the poems.”


If only John had mentioned this during his pep talk. Perhaps I wouldn’t have waited 30 years before starting to write poetry myself. At school, we were taught the Romantics, nothing modern. After sitting my A-levels, I did not pick up a book of poems for two decades. I was unaware that contemporary poetry celebrated popular culture, that a ‘serious’ lyric poet could be inspired by August Darnell aka ‘Kid Creole’ of Kid Creole and the Coconuts.


John and I hardly spoke again. Once, over burning toast, he recommended Prince’s overlooked early albums. A year or so later, I heard he had moved to New York where he became associated with the New York School of poets.


Several poems in my debut collection Zebra (Nine Arches Press, 2019) explore my coming of age in 1980s Manchester. The gay club I had frequented the night John advised against poetry as a vocation is a touchstone in the book. I began to write about those early days on and around Canal Street, I think, to try and work out something about my formative years. For sure, there was joy, exhilaration and freedom. But there was also fear; a background dread that we accepted back then as part of life’s rhythm, as relentless as the four-on-the-floor beat of those Hi-NRG hits we lived for. It was fear of the unknown. Fear of illness. Fear of society’s disapproval which at any moment could mutate into danger.


Such contradictory emotions can be difficult to articulate, as slippery as a lager-soaked dancefloor. What I longed to communicate was feeling not fact, and this seemed best conveyed through the shimmering medium of poetry.


The need to voice the unsayable – reach for the ungraspable – is one of the main reasons I write poetry. It’s a motive I share with many of my peers. When I turned to social media to ask why poets do what they do, many replied with answers along the lines of:


To make sense of life.


To make sense of the world.


To connect with my inner world.


To say things I could not otherwise express.


Another response that came up, again and again, was compulsion:


I write poetry because I must.


It is a thing I do, like breathing.


I wrote poetry before I could write.


I can’t help myself.


Over one hundred poets responded, with variations on these two themes accounting for around ninety percent of all answers put forward. This posed a question: how could we prevent our contributors from writing multiple versions of the same essay?


The answer? Jane and I identified what we most admired in the work of the selected poets. We then asked each of them to explore a theme reflecting this idiosyncratic quality as they riffed on their craft.


As you will discover, the tactic worked wonders. The resulting twenty-five essays are fascinating and varied. There’s little repetition, and thankfully even less navel-gazing.


Each piece is unique in its approach to the trials, tribulations and pleasures of writing poetry. The mix of styles is satisfyingly rich, from the informal to the academic, the lyric to the dreamlike. Together, the compositions stand as testament to the robust state of poetry in 21st century Britain.


Had I not started writing eight years ago, I would have missed out on so much, including the chance to curate and edit this book. As such, I am delighted I listened to instinct rather than advice, and eventually shimmied my way towards a calling, of sorts, in poetry.





ROMALYN ANTE




Pusikit: On Working as a Poet whilst Working for a Living



Can I tell you a secret? In 2010, when I was applying for British residency five years after my mother brought the whole family to the UK, I confused ‘middle name’ with ‘middle initial’. In the Philippines, it’s customary to write the first letter of our mother’s maiden name between our given name and surname. So, across the petal-bright paper of the official form, I scribbled my mother’s maiden name: Pusikit.


When I think of this blunder now, I am reminded of poet Richard Blanco’s words in ‘My Father in English’: “the exile who / tried to master the language he chose to master him”. Despite living in England for many years now, I still cannot seem to tame the language of the country that has so much control over me and other migrants like my family. When I started writing poetry in the midst of April snow in 2012, the same year I graduated as a nurse, people made comments about me and my writing: “You will never be a poet here in the UK, your grammar is just bad.” Worse, some people also assumed that not being able to talk like them meant I understood less. Someone even asked me once, “Do you really get what this book means?”


However, there is a memory, a place, that goes beyond people’s discouragement. When I think why I write, I am sucked back to my childhood years when my family could not afford a tricycle fare to send me to school. To reach the school where I could learn English, I waded through the intense heat, my cheeks stinging in the sun, my backpack indenting its weight into my shoulders. I also got soaked in the sharp rain of June, the sole of my worn-out shoe slapping the wet asphalt like a dead person’s tongue.


When I was about eleven, my playmate-neighbours joined their nurse-mother in Canada. My siblings and I clambered over their steel gates to rummage through the left-behind boxes of books. Those thrown-away things were treasures for us: books with damp bindings, pages with corners embroidered in yellow-green mould. But the letters, the words, were still ebony-stark, as if they were printed yesterday. I did not grow up in a house tinged with the smell of old books but whenever the moon rose from behind the dark-blue misted peak of Suso ng Dalaga in the distance, my maternal grandfather, Tatay Lolo, would gather me and my siblings to recount myths and folk tales. We would gape at his gesticulations as candlelight flickered across his wrist and hand. Through his voice, I grew to love language, its music, and the sweet perfume of the evening breeze suffusing his words.


The truth is, in our village, Tatay Lolo’s surname Pusikit equated to only one thing: poor people. His mother died in childbirth when he was eight. By the season of rambutan, his father brought a new woman into their home and turned to his five half-orphaned children and said, “You must stop going to school now, since you’ve already learnt how to count.” If you know how to count, you can work the menial jobs without getting duped. So at such a young age, Tatay Lolo became a kargador in the market, fetching basins of water from the river for the fishmongers, scrubbing gut-stenched stalls at the end of the day. Sometimes, he would sleep on a butcher’s table, staring at the Milky Way’s diagonal blur in the sky before closing his eyes.


The Pusikit were notorious for coming from angkan ng mga mahihirap or the clan of the poor. But Tatay Lolo never stopped working. At thirteen, he started sweeping the floor of our town’s barber shop. He swept and swept until a panel of sunrise on the black marble swelled into the buzzing of customers, extending to the raucous cries of vendors from across the street. He swept and swept until the owner clicked the door locked.


A barber offered him a job in Manila, where he was taught how to trim hair and blade the edges of the back clean. At night, Tatay Lolo climbed into the attic of the barber’s shop, where he was given a bed (a mattress, really), but he would scramble down again to lie on the green plastic bench next to the scissor rack because his mattress was infested with surot: biting ticks which left his arms and chest stinging in blisters. I imagine him lying on the bench (as he once did on the butcher’s table), still gazing beyond what was above him, past the monsoon moths around the light bulb, until the shadows buried him in the rustling darkness.


When Tatay Lolo was eighteen he went back to our town, carrying nothing but a black pouch with two scissors and one plastic comb, to start his own venture. On the first day, he had one head to trim, on the third, it was doubled. He met my grandmother, Nanay Lola, who was working as a helper at a tiny boutique across the road from where he found a space for his barber’s. The other vendors told Nanay Lola, “Don’t go for that man, he’s poorer than a rat.” But young people’s hearts, though naive, see deeply into things that the knowledgeable can be blind to.


They married and rented a space on the ground under someone’s stilt house, living among the chickens and a stray dog. When Tatay Lolo’s tally reached a hundred heads per day, they could afford a small room. Days and years passed like snippets of hair falling into dark drifts, and they managed to build a small hut they could at last call their own. But they were struck by fate again when their first son, Donald, fell ill. Their son was eight years old when he was diagnosed with a congenital heart disease. One morning at the hospital, Donald sat up in bed, called for his siblings, and turned to Tatay Lolo and said, “Tatay, magaling na ako.” Tatay, I’m healed.


When his three siblings arrived – my mother, the youngest among them – he kissed each one on the cheek and turned to Tatay Lolo again to ask, “Tatay, ako’y inyong buhatin.” Tatay, carry me in your arms.


“Tatay, ako’y ididlip lang.” Tatay, I’m just going to take a nap.


Tatay Lolo lulled him, feeling his son’s head dangled over his right shoulder, his breaths gurgling at his neck, his little chest caving in, as if collapsing into his. Soon, the exhalations slowed until there were no more breaths. That year, the monsoon season was dimmer and trees pelted against Tatay Lolo’s roof. Lightning flashed across the rafters and it sounded like Donald’s laughter. One morning, Nanay Lola ran to Tatay Lolo to hand him a purple umbrella. “Go to the cemetery. Our son might get wet in the downpour.”


“Darling, our son is dead.” Tatay Lolo looked down at his feet.


When we were growing up, Tatay would gather us children on the terrace. Candle flickering at his wrists, Tatay would tell us that ghosts are real – for on the night of Uncle Donald’s wake, he had seen him at the foot of his bed, gazing down at him in his burial shirt made of the cheapest pineapple fibres. A curtain billowed and he was gone. At that time, I understood only that kind of haunting.


French-Cuban American diarist and essayist Anaïs Nin said: “We write to taste life twice, in the moment and in retrospect.” Perhaps this is true. But perhaps writing goes further than to serve the writer in private too. I’d like to think that when Tatay Lolo narrated his story, writing those words in the wind, he also invited us to live it, so, like him, we could make sense of it, learn from it, and, perhaps, acquire values from it. Be strengthened by it.


When my mother grew up, Tatay Lolo sent her to study nursing.


“You can’t do it,” his fellow barbers said. “You can’t send your daughter to college. Nursing is a course only for the rich!” When Ma got pregnant during her second year of college, the barbers said, “Do not send her back to college since she has a husband now.”


Still, Tatay Lolo snipped as much hair as he could, trimmed many sideburns clean.


“Why would you discourage someone who perseveres?” Tatay Lolo once asked, when I was on an international call to him. Though I knew the question was not just for me.


Whenever Tatay Lolo got home after working all day in the barber shop, I’d pull off his shoes and massage his feet to find little snippets of hair in between his toes, as if they were fine black needles jabbed into his skin. I’d massage his palms to feel the bumpy callouses from the scissor’s grip.


Tonight, I am on a call to him again. The window shines with the amber glow of powdered snow. I have just qualified as a nurse, working in a renal dialysis unit. Like many Filipinos who grew up from angkan ng mga mahihirap, I’ve always promised myself that I would get a secure job so I can help my family in the future. This means only one thing: go into nursing. I wanted to do a writing course at the university, but I was too scared to borrow money from the bank, thinking that in the end I would only have a writing diploma and an empty pocket.


Today, I am telling Tatay Lolo about the patients I care for: those whose kidneys shrunk like Nanay Lola’s. For a moment, we remember what Nanay Lola told him after she developed kidney failure, and our family’s resources (Tatay Lolo’s decades of savings) started to drain away: “Sell our wedding rings, sell this small house. Are you just going to let me die?”


I think of the young me, stepping onto an upturned, empty paint jug to take a look at Nanay Lola’s swollen face under the coffin glass. I think of the summer when all the trees of our town seemed to convulse with the mockery of sparrows as we dug my grandmother out of her grave because we could no longer afford to rent the land she was buried in. Those dark flumes of hair still attached to her mud-crusted skull.


“Dialysis patients here are lucky, Tatay Lolo,” my voice cracks through the line. “They get everything. Their treatment is free, their hospital food is free. Even the cotton I press onto their skin as I take the needle out is free.”


“I’m happy you are over there now. Your mother has given you a good life, so live it,” Tatay Lolo says.


When I write, I write of this. I write for people like us: the poor, the losers in this lottery. Those who cannot afford the ground for the final resting of their bones.


I write too to praise my mother in the winter of 2003 – a woman from the Philippines arriving alone in England as a staff nurse, in a second-hand green quilted coat.


I think of her working on a ward, dodging as many phone calls as she could, in case she did not understand the English accent, the Black Country twang on the other line. I can see her speaking to a young, pregnant fifteen-year old who corrected her English. The bushfire on Ma’s face as her patient giggled at her word choices: not period, but full stop.


Yet the young mother learned from Ma too: when they both stared down at the bilirubin-glow of her urine in the pulp bowl, and Ma spoke of her condition, Rh incompatibility – how her own antibodies can attack the baby’s blood cells. I think of the moment Ma’s palm traversed the globe of her patient’s abdomen, how both of them smiled when Ma felt a kick near the navel.


Ma learned to adopt the antibodies of a foreign land. She started saying trousers, not pants, aubergine, not eggplant.


When I started writing whilst working full-time as a nurse, I promised myself to persevere, just like my Tatay Lolo, just like Ma. Between breaks, I study poetry books, flicking through a dictionary from time to time. As I trudge through the bright corridors of the hospital, I listen to the echo of my own footsteps, attempt to pace them into iambic pentameter. As I auscultate a thin chest to listen for a heart murmur, I imagine the movement of a murmuration of starlings against the caramel sun. The little sounds created when I twist the key in the drug cupboard or pop another pill into a pot would move something in me, urge me to suddenly pull the handover notes from my pocket and scribble a line or two on the back of it. As I give an arm injection and my patient looks away, his nape strained and bright in the light, I would remember that moment, store it away, and later, when I write it down, it travels with me through my long working days, expands even into places I know I haven’t been.


“Tatay Lolo, I’ve sent so many poems, but I keep getting rejected.”


“Tatay Lolo, I won a competition, but someone says it is only because I write about nursing and because I’m pretty.”


“Tatay Lolo, I have a book deal but I keep getting anonymous emails saying I don’t deserve it.”


Those are the words that travel only through long-distance calls. But now I know that I share these words as prayers not for reassurance, but for strength. Perhaps in the same way that Tatay Lolo’s thoughts travelled beyond the expanse of the night sky as he lay on a butcher’s table when he was young.


I still feel a touch of anxiety when I sit with a pen poised above the fragility of a page. Every time I look at my British passport, it reminds me of my embarrassing error, a mistake written in black and white: Pusikit. But I know why I write. I know for whom I write, and I know the place I’m writing from.


In Letters to a Young Poet, Rainer Maria Rilke writes: “Find out the reason that commands you to write; see whether it has spread its roots into the very depth of your heart; confess to yourself you would have to die if you were forbidden to write.”


I write to tell our story – the story of the poorest and the losers. The ones who tried to crawl out of darkness until their fingers were calloused and bleeding. I write to tell the story of us and the people or patients we meet along the way. These are the lives I want to turn the spotlight on, because in that light they help me realise the true values and virtues of living. I write to live and relive pain and fear, and hopefully, in the process of this crafting, to somehow be transformed too.


Faced with the anxiety of officialdom, I once confused ‘middle name’ with ‘middle initial’, and now I bear my mother’s maiden name, my grandfather’s surname. Can I tell you another secret? Pusikit is not only the surname of the poor. It is also an old Tagalog word that means ‘impenetrable darkness’. It was even used in some poetry I remember reading from a book left behind by our neighbour who migrated to Canada: “Sa gabing pusikit.” At the night of impenetrable darkness.


I write because I must, even though sometimes the world (and I myself) doubts and mocks. Today, I received another rejection. Today, I received more anonymous hate mail, deriding the fact that my book is still not listed for a literary prize: “You can never be a poet here in the UK.” I eat discouragement for breakfast. But the world does not know this: my clan was born out of darkness; I am not afraid to be unseen. We were nobodies; I am not afraid to have nothing.


The phone line crackles. Outside, the blizzard riots and the squall thunders above our roof like a passing Boeing. Tatay Lolo tells me, “When you’re in that impenetrable darkness, only the brightest of lights can touch you.”


Romalyn Pusikit Ante


[image: img3.png] Writing Exercise


Look at the history of your name. Does it mean anything or has someone in your family (or in your village) attached a meaning to it? Perhaps you have a made-up meaning for your name? If your name bears a certain colour, what would it be?


Write about this.





MARY JEAN CHAN




Queering the Poem: On Writing One's Intersectional Truths



What I love most about poetry is the way it carries the weight of everything: history, a mother’s grief, queer shame, intergenerational trauma, fear, and even that heaviest and most difficult of emotions – joy. I remember reading Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Darkling Thrush’ as a sixteen-year-old and coming across these lines: “The tangled bine-stems scored the sky / Like strings of broken lyres”. His poem made me see the tree outside my childhood home in Hong Kong in a different light, as if I were looking out of a new window. Poets like T.S. Eliot, Matthew Arnold and Sylvia Plath spoke quietly to me, between the hectic schedule of school and competitive sports, or in dreams, which asked of me strange questions I had no answers for. I read Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night and became infatuated with Viola/Cesario. I found myself wondering if I could dress like Cesario and fall in love with Viola.


Like my literary crush Viola/Cesario, I was a fencer. In 2006, I joined the Hong Kong SAR Fencing Team as an épéeist at a national competition in Shanghai. On the day of the competition, I found myself nursing a twisted left ankle injury, which was heavily taped. I could not move as well as I had hoped to and soon found myself sitting in the stands, having lost my round-robin bouts. I watched dejectedly as the others continued to compete. Suddenly, I heard footsteps and looked up to find my best friend on the team in tears. Sensing her anguish, I placed my arm around her and held her tight. We sat like that for a while. Then I felt a sharp pain on my left shoulder. It was my mum, who had flown to Shanghai to watch me compete. The look she gave us made me believe that my arm around my friend’s shoulder was the closest I would ever get to love. Let me, my mum eventually said, filling the space between us.


*


For years, I kept that part of me silent. Silence can be a mode of survival. It was not until I arrived at Swarthmore College in the United States in 2009 that this previously unspoken facet of my life seemed suddenly fathomable. It was as if a small window had opened in my mind and I could see the sky again. In the spring of 2010, a friend told me about the poet Adrienne Rich. That afternoon, I went to the library and read Rich’s poem ‘Dedications’. I read it three times, then found myself whispering these words, over and over:


I know you are reading this poem


as the underground train loses momentum and before running


up the stairs


toward a new kind of love


your life has never allowed.


I remember crying in bed that night, out of gratitude, relief and a hesitant joy. As I read more of Rich’s work, I began – over the following weeks, months and years – to resolve to become an active participant in this thing called poetry: to become a writer, in addition to being a reader. For the first time in my life, it seemed possible. I began reading more widely, and discovered writers such as Audre Lorde, June Jordan, James Baldwin, Walt Whitman, Muriel Rukeyser, Emily Dickinson, Mary Oliver, Frank O’Hara, Langston Hughes and Nikki Giovanni, among others. Line by line, these poets changed my life. I remember committing these lines from Lorde’s poem ‘A Litany for Survival’ to memory:


but when we are silent


we are still afraid


So it is better to speak


Despite coming out to close friends in college, I struggled for years with the idea of coming out on the page. In my earliest poems, I remember trying to efface myself. By that I mean: I was trying to disappear. During my senior year in college, I remember sitting in my dorm room with an Asian American friend who was also an aspiring poet. I showed him a recent poem of mine and waited to hear what he thought of it. After a few minutes, he looked at me and said: “I love your work, but I can’t seem to see you in it.” His comment touched a nerve. What was I so intent on hiding, or disguising? What could I not bear to write down, in black, on the blank page? In her poem ‘Cartographies of Silence’, Rich writes: “Silence can be a plan / rigorously executed / the blueprint to a life / It is a presence / it has a history / a form”.


*


What makes a poem queer? In her seminal book Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (2006), Sara Ahmed contends that “race [is] a rather queer matter”, when one considers how “whiteness is invisible and unmarked, as the absent centre against which [non-white] others appear only as deviants or as lines of deviation”. As a queer Chinese poet, I am reminded of the truth of Ahmed’s words during the Q & A after a poetry reading, when an audience member asks me to read a poem in Chinese. In that moment, my race becomes a queer matter. In a poem about sexuality, the speaker – the lyric I – is not raceless. In a poem about postcolonial grief, the speaker – the lyric I – remains queer. For solace and inspiration, I have recently turned to Chen Chen, an Asian American poet whose work encapsulates what I most admire in a queer poem. In his poem ‘I Invite My Parents to a Dinner Party’, Chen writes with equal parts humour, bitterness and courage about the gargantuan effort it often takes to queer the Chinese dining table’s perennially straight lines:


In the invitation, I include a picture of my boyfriend


& write, You’ve met him two times. But this time,


you will ask him things other than can you pass the


whatever. You will ask him


about him. …


The queer poem allows for intersectionality as a lived, embodied experience. In the ‘Preface’ to his debut poetry collection This Wound Is a World (2019), Billy-Ray Belcourt writes: “Poetry is creaturely. It resists categorical capture. It is a shape-shifting, defiant force in the world.” A poem is queer if it asks complex questions about our own relationship to gender, sexuality, race, class, as well as history, culture, family and inheritance, and allows the poet to reconfigure their relationship with others as a social being. The queer poem is also future-oriented. In Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, José Esteban Muñoz writes: “We have never been queer, yet queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future.” The queer poem, then, is hopeful by definition. It imagines what is not yet possible, but might one day become so. Sometimes, the queer poem is a wish which stems from desire. I have often read Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem ‘Lament’ from The Book of Hours as queer, since it deals with rupture, loss and grief, but also expresses a fervent hope for change:


I think there were tears


in the car I heard pass


and something terrible was said.


        .         .          .          .          .          .


I would like to step out of my heart


and go walking beneath the enormous sky.


*


In 2019, I published my debut poetry collection, Flèche. One poem contains this line, which has guided my life over the past few years: “One day, it becomes a choice: to walk out of this life, or to begin living mine” (‘A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far’). The poem is wiser than I am; I am still trying to follow in its footsteps. Yet I do follow, tentatively, hesitantly. Many of my poems in Flèche are, in Sharon Old’s words, “apparently personal”. A few years ago, I came across the concept of ‘lyric shame’. In her compelling book Lyric Shame: The Lyric Subject of Contemporary American Poetry, Gillian White discusses how this shame around the lyric poem first emerged out of the “anti-expressive”, “anti-meditative” and “anti-epiphanic” agenda that took over the US academy in the 1990s. In defining lyric shame, White cites a self-conscious poem by Robert Hass called ‘Interrupted Meditation’, in which he states: “I’m a little ashamed that I want to end this poem / singing, but I want to end this poem singing”.


The power inherent in the lyric ‘I’ makes me wonder: who gets to say ‘I’ without fear, without shame? In her ground-breaking poetry collection Citizen: An American Lyric (2014), Claudia Rankine observes the power dynamics that exist between a white speaker and their racialised counterpart: “… a world begins its furious erasure – / Who do you think you are, saying I to me?” I am aware of the lyric shame that many Black, Asian, mixed-race and ethnic minority poets face from writing into and out of their lives, in case it is read by inattentive critics as wholly autobiographical or as lacking in any aesthetical or imaginative qualities. Since my book’s publication, I have grappled with the thought of veiling or complicating the lyric ‘I’ in my forthcoming poems, so my speakers cannot be easily linked to an essentialised queer, racial Other. However, having grown up in a socio-cultural environment in which having a false self was necessary for my survival, I firmly believe that to write freely from the perspective of the queer and racialised self is a radical act. It is up to critics and readers to understand that the poem – especially the queer poem – seeks nothing more (and nothing less) than to do justice to the beautiful and joyous complexity inherent in a human life.


[image: img3.png] Writing Exercise


Picture in your mind’s eye what Sara Ahmed calls “a kinship object”, such as a dinner table around which a ‘we’ might gather. Write a poem that attempts to queer the straight lines of this kinship object.


What are the implicit rules that this ‘we’ adheres to? How might the speaker disrupt this?


Remember the importance of imagery (metaphor and simile) in conveying tensions and unspoken truths. Recall Emily Dickinson: “Tell all the truth but tell it slant”.





ANDREW McMILLAN
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