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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION



Anja: Humans are animals. I have long found this a clarifying thought. There is much we have in common, most importantly the desire to belong to the herd, which is the hallmark of any social species. As with other social animals, we pay a price for this belonging: our obsession with hierarchy, with knowing who is top dog; power structures, pecking orders. The human animal is capable of competition and collaboration, aggression and love.


Liane: And of course, humans are not the only animals who form friendships, are capable of selflessness and can act out of the desire to help others. Recent research confirms that ‘monkeys, apes, dogs, and a growing list of other mammals, can recognize and protest unfair conditions’. Not only this, but: ‘Animals employ various forms of punishment… [that bear a] striking resemblance to our most effective modes of rehabilitative and restorative justice.’1


You might say science is finally catching up to what poets at least as far back as Aesop have always known, that the boundary lines humans like to draw between other animals and themselves are far more elastic, and porous, than they think.


Anja: The anthology explores these fluid lines of separation between us and other animals, speaking about empathy for others of our own kind as well as animals of different species. A beautiful example is Maggie Sawkins’ ‘Frilled Lizard’:


he may be cold to the touch


but inside


he’s alight


Liane: You can see those lines dissolving in Maggie Dietz’s ‘Late spring’, where ‘the boy’ sitting in his bath identifies with ‘the vanished bird’ and sees them both, merged, in the mock-heroic simile: ‘The soft pink belly like a clam.’


Anja: But the book also speaks of the limits of empathy, of cruelty and indifference, of predators and prey, like Russell Jones’s ‘The Alligator Get-Out Clause’:


When it moves, don’t resist –


the alligator has spent millennia perfecting its bite.


Liane: Speaking of jaws and clauses, quite a few of the poems sink their teeth into the question of language, whether it really is one of the things that separates humans from other beasts.


Anja: Yes, that’s a common theme in the anthology. Did you notice how in Pascale Petit’s ‘My Wolverine’, for instance, ‘words are born/ fighting’?


Liane: I sure did! There’s also a telephone receiver in that poem that acts like a muzzle. And I felt my own blood run cold when the response to the words ‘barked’ in Saliann St-Clair’s ‘You smell like apples’ evolves from an instinctive repulse to deliberate violence.


Anja: So the poems examine how we as humans are similar to animals and how we are, or think we are, different from them. The poems speak to what is shared – joy, fear, aggression, sex.


Liane: Yes, and humour. Don’t forget humour. My favourite rhyme in the book is the one Nancy Campbell comes up with for the new mammal whose discovery she celebrates, very much à la Dorothy Parker, in ‘The Omnivore’.


Anja: The most intense pleasure for the editor of an anthology is the dialogue with other poets, the thrill of reading submissions and finding the poem that jolts you, that addresses you, that shows you how it’s done.


Liane: Absolutely. I was dazzled by the economy with which Stav Poleg collapses the putative boundary between civilisation and nature in the opening image of ‘Boy’:


The most unlikely fish,


swimming upright like a streetlamp


in an ocean.


Anja: It was electrifying to read Sarah Hesketh’s ‘Martha, The Last Passenger Pigeon’, a topic that has long fascinated me; she wrote the poem I wanted to write, wrote it perfectly and wrote it in a way that I never would have in a million years: Martha, the endling of her species, as a good-time girl:


Lipstick fires in her feathers; the smoky


turn of her neck as she came into a room.


Who knew where she was going to, and


what’s a girl like that got to do with settling down?


Liane: Like Martha, every poem in this anthology knows ‘how to make a party swing’!


Anja and Liane: Well, we could talk about these poems until the cows come home – but I guess it’s time to take our cue from Martha and make an endling by saying some thank yous. First of all, we want to thank everybody at the Emma Press for giving us the opportunity to co-edit this anthology and for putting this beautiful book together.


Liane: I want to thank you, Anja, for approaching me with this idea in the first place!
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