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LETTER FROM THE PBS


I am writing just off the back of the Newcastle Poetry Festival – what an event! The sun peeped out from behind the endless winter clouds and it was wonderful to meet so many Poetry Book Society members and such talented poets. And of course to sell some poetry books, so huge thanks to everyone who attended the festival, tuned in online or visited our festival bookshop. An enormous thank you to Alice and Meg who organised the International Poetry Symposium and bookshop with their usual aplomb.


The PBS has continued its international outreach in the last couple of months. In April, Alice and guest poet Fiona Benson represented the UK at The Lilac Poetry Salon, a ceremony celebrating the centenary of the meeting of the poets Tagore and Xu Zhimo in Beijing. I’m sure you will have seen this in our Friday newsletter, and it can be found on our website for those interested in this international poetry celebration. So strangely apt given the Tagore inspired title of our Choice this season from Paul Muldoon.


This Chinese journey follows PBS visits to India and partnerships with Kolkata Poetry Festival and Bhutan Book Festival over the last two years. What interests me in the work we do is the positive ripple effect from events, reviews, networking – most of which we will never fully know. Several of the poets who took part in Newcastle Poetry Festival were invited following connections made at Bhutan Book Festival. The PBS would never have been invited there if Alice hadn’t taken part in a British Council fellowship between India and the UK – all testament to the truly international power of poetry!


Summer 2024 is a magnificent selection of poets and collections, and as ever, every book and poet has their own particular draw. I hope you enjoy the write-ups from both the selectors and the poets themselves as much as I have, and you are inspired to read the collections reviewed within. One last thing, Paul Muldoon will feature on our Summer Podcast in partnership with Arji’s Poetry Pickle Jar – it’s going to be brilliant, so please do give it a listen by scanning the QR code below.
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PBS CHOICE: PAUL MULDOON



Paul Muldoon was born in County Armagh in 1951. He now lives in New York. A former radio and television producer for the BBC in Belfast, he has taught at Princeton University for thirty-five years. He is the author of fifteen collections of poetry. Among his awards are the 1972 Eric Gregory Award, the 1980 Sir Geoffrey Faber Memorial Award, the 1994 T.S. Eliot Prize, the 1997 Irish Times Poetry Prize, the 2003 Pulitzer Prize, the 2003 Griffin International Prize for Poetry, the 2004 American Ireland Fund Literary Award, the 2004 Shakespeare Prize, the 2006 European Prize for Poetry, the 2015 Pigott Poetry Prize, the 2017 Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry, and the 2020 Michael Marks Award. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society for Literature and the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
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JOY IN SERVICE ON RUE TAGORE
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FABER | £14.99 (HB) | PBS PRICE £11.25
– PBS CHOICE, SUMMER 2024


“He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.”– Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil


This quote opening Paul Muldoon’s Joy in Service on Rue Tagore, prepares us for the monsters and acts of atrocity stalking humanity past and present. ‘Near Izium’ not only bears witness to the war in Ukraine but meticulously interweaves Putin with the massacre of Babi Yar (mass murder of the Jews of Kyiv in 1941) and the Greek myths of Bellerophon and Chimera. Muldoon uses rhyme, repetition and word-play with a griot’s authority and acuity, to make known the horrors, ending with a curse:


Let his pillow be stuffed with gorse


and common broom.


Let him find no rest in the bosom of Abraham


but forever go off at half cock


across the Dnieper in a six- or eight-oared black gig.


Across the Dnieper. At half cock. A black gig.


There are poems with lyrical sequences, full of lament and questions like the villanelle ‘The Belfast Pogrom: Some Observations’. Or ‘When the Italians’ another sequence of villanelles shining a light on the invasion of Libya, Mussolini and his execution. And yet there is joy to be found in this collection, ‘Artichokes and Truffles’ and ‘Pablo Neruda: Ode to the Artichoke’ playfully explore aspects of being human.


Muldoon’s title poem ‘Joy in Service on Rue Tagore’ encapsulates the joy and relief of receiving good news, as part of a series of poems exploring the effects of cancer on both the writer and his mother from ‘The MRI’ to ‘The Castle of Perseverance’. Muldoon’s layered working of traditional forms bleeds and blends into each other, creating hybrids inviting us to look at poems in so many different ways, asking us how can we “gaze long into an abyss”, knowing “the abyss also gazes into you”?
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