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	Preface


	No poet publishes a first draft, at least, not until now. Invariably, what you see are carefully honed words, nurtured into being, but what goes on before those words reach the printed page? From my own experience as a poetry tutor for many years, it is clear that most writers have little awareness of the skill and stamina involved in crafting a poem.


	This was the motivation behind what you are about to read. ‘The Process of Poetry’ offers an opportunity to explore early drafts by fifteen of the nation’s leading poets and to hear the reasoning behind their development.


	These poets have been the recipients of numerous awards including the TS Eliot Prize, The Forward Prize for Poetry, The Costa Book of The Year, The Eric Gregory Award, The Creative Scotland Award, The Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry, Foyle Young Poet of the Year and The Wilfred Owen Award. One has been the Scottish Makar and one has been The National Poet for Wales. Several poets have work on school syllabi. Moreover, their expertise extends beyond poetry and includes editing, publishing, judging, translating, lecturing, and overseeing spoken word events.


	How was the project undertaken? I approached a number of poets whose work I admired, poets who come from highly diverse backgrounds and represent us all. I was aware from the start that they would need a willingness to make themselves vulnerable in order to share their expertise.


	Initially, each contributor sent several poems, from which one was selected which best exemplified their craft. Some poets offered very early drafts, or even journal notes, whilst others provided later versions still in need of improvement. The aim was to showcase a wide range of writing styles and redrafting techniques.


	A series of interviews was conducted, enabling each poet to discuss the development of their work, some of which is based on traumatic events. Whilst a few writers have given a broad overview of their working methods, others have chosen to focus on the minutiae. Some have analysed single words, others a change to title, subject or form. It is these interviews which form the basis of this book.


	The aim of this project is not to identify and scrutinise every single alteration in each poem.


	The book raises a number of questions. Where does a poem originate? How do you decide on a title? When do you choose the form for your poem? What are the best approaches to editing your work? When would additional input help? How do you know when a poem is finally finished? What should you consider when assembling a collection? What is a publisher seeking?


	Contributors have offered their guidance on the skills that a working poet requires, entering competitions, translating and writing for performance. Whilst often their advice concurs, I love that it is, occasionally, contradictory. I trust that, as a reader, you will respond to the variation that is presented and take away with you what is most helpful.


	My hope is that this book will preserve the unique insights and materials of living poets for the next generation. Better still, that the value of this undertaking will be recognised and that there will be an opportunity to expand it more widely in the future.


	Thanks to Arts Council England for their support with this project and to the Hosking Houses Trust for providing a residency in Stratford-Upon-Avon, during which some of the initial work was undertaken.


	 


	Rosanna McGlone




DON PATERSON
THE SICILIAN ADVANTAGE


	The Sicilian Advantage (Early Draft)


	For me? You shouldn’t have. No, I mean it.


	I hate surprises. But this is nice, thanks.


	Not sure how you found out but anyway.


	I’m no a self-celebrant . don’t celebrate myself.


	back against two walls, eyes on the door and the fire exit.


	here at Clio’s - 90 degrees. Corner table.


	Yes, my usual table. My only table.


	in the corner see them coming Yes I’m here most every night these days,


	with the vitello Milanese and the house chianti.


	Please don’t say creature of habit. Saves cooking, thinking.


	that’s not what this is about. It’s control. not because I’m cheap creature


	of habit / safety / saves thinking. four doors down at 35 / I almost shot


	him dead Ah you found me. Can you move one inch to your right?


	Thanks.


	They show me to my table now, always the same.


	Corner table, set for one, back to two walls,


	eyes on the doors and the fire exit,


	and never more than 90º to worry about.


	I mean you saw my bed that one time.


	In the corner, with the pillows in the corner.


	But I’m monologuing. (hogging it / blethering) . but Please, finish your


	boring story


	Just keep your fucking hands where I can see them.


	You know what they say – those that we admire –


	the rich; the smart; the sophisticated –


	you imitate them, if you want to be them.


	If you don’t , you’ll be them.


	Please keep your hands where I can see them.


	and move a little as you’re blocking the door


	I have my own back, thanks. back to two walls, I have everything covered


	and am unlikely to be surprised, honey.


	Hello generally this is how I position myself


	The wall has my back /I have my own back


	but different / not that anyone is looking for me


	But to face only one quarter of the world


	As an expert simplification / To face only 90° of the world


	I hate surprises /And the last time my stepkids try to: one


	Tried to pull that I think it was my birthday





The Sicilian Advantage (Final Version)



	For me? You shouldn’t have. No, I mean it.


	I hate surprises. But this is. Apropos.


	Not sure how you knew but anyways,


	thank you. Yes I’m here most nights these days


	with the house red and the vitello Milanese.


	Don’t say creature of habit. Makes it sound lazy,


	it’s an economy. No more for me no –


	it’s okay, don’t fuss. I’ll have Ugo clean it.


	Yeah, same table, parked here like a rook.


	Au cont, it’s more like my idea of freedom –


	you remember my bed that one time, in the nook,


	the pillows in the corner. God no. Never.


	But tell me about your weekend or whatever.


	Just keep your hands up here where I can see them.




Can you tell me how the idea for the poem arose?


	I never really know where a poem comes from, other than a vague, chaotic instinct that there’s something there to write about. For me, writing the poem isn’t quite the aim in itself. It’s a bit more weirdly circular. I use poetry as a means of finding out what it is I think and what I want to say in a poem. I’m trying to find out a truth, that’s all there is. It’s quite close in sensation to remembering something important that you’ve long forgotten. And then you dig it up and try to write it down in memorable language, so you don’t forget it again.


	Sometimes there might be a couple of words you start by obsessing over, or two things that you feel go together somehow, but don’t yet know how. In this case, I was fascinated by the phrase ‘the Sicilian advantage’, and its mafia connotations. My wife always looks for the place for me to sit in a restaurant in a corner, where my back is against the wall, so I can see all the doors. I’m paranoid in repose.


	How many drafts did the poem undergo and which is this?


	You want to look as if it didn’t require any effort, but that wouldn’t be very truthful. I write loads of drafts, though way less than I used to. Perhaps thirty for this particular poem. The version you see here was a very early one.


	Let’s explore the way in which the poem has developed.


	I think of writing poetry very much as a process, and I wait to see what emerges from writing the same material over and over again. I used to like to begin with too much material, but I found I could easily over-compress things, so now I try to keep each draft to the length the poem feels it’ll be. That way it works as an editorial constraint. I’m constantly asking myself what really deserves to stay in, and what isn’t earning its keep.


	When I read the early drafts, I’m trying to be led by instinct to tell me what the poem’s crucial elements are – the things with energy, the things I should get obsessed with. I make a distinction between an ‘element’ in a poem and a ‘detail’; the sophistication of the poem is in how the elements interrelate, whereas the details most often work as metonymy, as evidence in support of the poem’s argument. I’m also trying to minimise the number of elements or themes, in an Occam’s razor way.


	I’m just trying to say as much as possible in as few words as possible. If you look at that first draft, you’ll see lots of repetition and a lot of detail which really isn’t there for more than colour. It’s far better to find a single ‘telling detail’ than clutter the poem with description.


	Although many lines were cut from the early draft, conversely certain words and phrases were added to the later versions.


	Once I had the measure of the speaker, I had more of a sense of the things that he would say, the kind of language and shorthand that he would use. He’s the sort of dude that says ‘au cont’, apparently. Also, by that point, the form was determining most of those decisions. If I’m looking for a rhyme and I know for a fact that he’s not only the kind of man who would order the Milanese but pronounce it with a fussy accent on the final ‘e’ – this guides or instructs the later rhyme. So I can see I wouldn’t have got to ‘lazy’ without ‘Milanese’. Yeats used to say that if it wasn’t for rhyme, he wouldn’t have known what the next line was going to be. There’s truth in that.


	I can see that at one point in the early draft, I omitted a word altogether. I knew something would go there, but at that stage I didn’t know what. I do that a lot. I suspect most poets do.


	When did it settle into a sonnet?


	The sonnet form is partly a default setting, as I know it from the inside, and it helps me to shape my thoughts more clearly. It’s a bit like a twelve-bar blues; you can fill it with a million different things, but it both holds its shape and gives shape to your own thought. It’s just a little square box, which asks you to put things of the same kind inside. The symmetry also has a built-in fracture, what we call the ‘turn’ at around the eighth line. Indeed, it’s often the turn which helps me to decide whether it’s going to be a sonnet. However, in this case there’s only a gentle turn, which is one of the reasons why I wrote it as a single stanza.


	This poem is unusual in that it’s really a dramatic monologue wrapped up in a sonnet. Through his words and actions, the reader’s given some insight into the rather unpleasant personality of this chap. Who I assume is some shadow of me. I guess I felt this might also subvert the reader’s expectations. The form tends to be more romantically or metaphysically inclined.


	What are the benefits of the sonnet form?


	I use it as an engine to generate language, not just as a way of shaping it later in the process. You want form and content to slowly become the same thing, as they are in music. I want everything in the poem to be magnetised towards its theme – to find the details that evoke the entire scene, the guy’s character, the whole relationship with the person to whom he’s speaking. So whatever he says or eats or does or remembers should all point to it.


	It was important to me to get the other person into the poem. But they could only be present in his replies, his gaps and admonitions and omissions and memories. The more I wrote, the more I realised that I really didn’t like the guy, and I suppose I started playing up the darker elements.


	The whole sonnet form also acts as a great editorial tool, though. There is an agitation between the language that you want to use and the constraints of the form, in terms of line, rhyme, rhythm and length. You don’t have enough room to put in everything you might be inclined to.


	I also hold this belief that if I can make the music cohere, the sense will too. It’s almost as though – if you can just get all the consonants talking to each other, you can make a single word out of each line. This needn’t be obvious to the reader’s mind, just their ear. But every draft is also trying to work towards that ideal of musical integrity, for all the poem may never get close.


	How did your previous occupations as a professor and editor inform your writing and has retirement affected your writing routine?


	Editing and teaching means you have to clearly articulate a lot of things that poets like to leave to intuition. You have to, though, as your job is to say what’s gone wrong. Although you learn a lot, making poems can become a much less innocent and more self-conscious act, if you’re not careful.


	Over the last year, I’ve retired from St Andrew’s and Picador, so my routine has changed – and I’m not sure what it is now. As for poetry, I’m either in a shed in my back garden writing it, or I’m not thinking about it at all. I certainly don’t think about poems much when I’m not writing them. I did when I was young, because I had to. Constantly. Now, I might write six poems in a year, or none, but there’ll also be periods of concentrated activity where I write a lot. It’s a weird cycle. I’ll write a book and then the urge will disappear, and then three years later, I’ll spot something in the sky like a returning comet, and I’ll think – here we go again.


	Is there anything you need to consider before you submit a poem?


	When you’ve finished a poem, stand back and say – if I wasn’t me, could I derive everything, every nuance, everything I intended, from just the words on the page? And sometimes the answer is… no. Through sheer overfamiliarity, you end up leaving out details which seem too obvious, ugly and expository, thinking they’re still somehow implied. But now it’s not in the poem at all. This happens a lot. Ironically, it’s the sort of thing that you teach your students and then promptly forget yourself.


	What are the main skills that a poet requires and are they teachable?


	The larger skills are to do with their relationship to poetry, and how they configure it within their lives. The smaller ones are mostly technical and quite specific. Whether either set of skills is teachable will depend on what a young poet is reading, and their reasons for wanting to write poems in the first place.


	But you can teach anyone intelligent with a facility for language how to write a publishable poem. The basic level of poetic competence has risen a lot, because of the opportunities to learn. Alas, this has a tendency to mask the fact that you still can’t teach talent, which is currently drowned out by competence. Talent might still be easy to verify, but it’s getting impossible to spot.


	But you can teach patience. Cultivate patience, fuel it by obsession, let yourself become totally immersed in poetry. All decent poets have been obsessed with poetry to the exclusion of everything else, at some point in their lives. If you get obsessed by things, you get better at them through repetitive practice. And even if you’ve a smaller talent than someone else, but you can sit there for three hours longer – you’ll end up writing the better poetry.


	What advice would you offer to emerging poets?


	Do it, absolutely do it – but check that you’re doing it for the right reasons. In the first instance, check you’re more ambitious for the poem than you are for yourself as a poet.


	If you’re not reading poetry, you’re not a poet. Identify half a dozen poets whose work you love, then memorise their poems. These poets will form your voice as much your own experiences will. Also – stop trying to find your voice. Any voice you find probably isn’t yours. Voices emerge from our writing, slowly.


	Also try to get your problems down to two: syntax and deixis. Everything else should be taking care of itself, eventually.


	Honest criticism is really important, but it’s hard to come by. Get in with a supportive group of people who know more than you do and will pay you the compliment of taking your work seriously enough to comment critically on it.


	Anyone who is serious about poetry will seek out a mentor. Hunt them down and write directly to your heroes. No one is immune to flattery. The worst they can do is ignore you or politely decline.


	As an editor for Picador for twenty-five years, what were you seeking?


	Well, I couldn’t be guided by just my own taste. My job was to keep the list viable from one year to the next, over a long period of time. I had no Arts Council funding, only accountants. But for every book that sold well, I could take a risk with another that might not. But all I ever looked for was singular talent. Unfortunately, we couldn’t afford the staff to maintain a slush pile, so I had to rely on my instinct and the enthusiasm of people I trusted. There’s a thriving poetry network out there, and real talent is very rare – so if someone was suddenly writing great poems, it was often brought quickly to your attention, often by several different people at once.


	Who was your favourite poet as a child?


	I came to poetry quite late and didn’t read any poetry until I was in my twenties and had moved to London to play jazz. That’s when I heard Tony Harrison on the telly. And that was that, and the rest is some kind of history. It’s Tony’s fault. He gave me the only career that pays worse than jazz.




JOHN MCCULLOUGH
I’VE CARRIED A DOOR ON MY BACK FOR TEN YEARS


	Door (Early Draft)


	For ten years now, I have been carrying a door on my back.


	I watched you lug it once from the builder’s yard - solid pine,


	rails, panels - and now it’s my turn to know its weight,


	that press against vertebrae. A decade-long kiss. A door I shut


	when I left, when I turned the steel handle and heard the click


	of the lock. Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye.


	Hello.


	It is quite rude to take the door with you when you leave


	but here I am. I get occasional splinters. It is hard to sit down.


	I am always worried about knocking people over, smacking into things.


	There is nowhere to put it, no wall to prop it against. It is part of me,


	as though I were a hermit crab. There are, however, benefits: I am never


	lonely. Doors are never and always in fashion. And people ask if they


	can help. I tell them no, walk on, swing suddenly open.





I’ve Carried a Door On My Back for Ten Years (Final Version)


	You lugged it from the builder’s yard.


	Now it’s my turn to know its stiff weight,


	the slow chafe of pine against vertebrae:


	a decade-long kiss, flush with splinters.


	I closed it when I left. The lock snicked.


	Then I noticed it hitching a ride. It never


	gives up—patchy blue, invisible straps;


	a faint knocking though nobody’s there.


	So many slab hazards: repeated thumps


	to my skull, brass hinges clouting strangers


	as we creep into lifts, beds. I lie awake


	on its panels, framing rectangular thoughts,


	obsessed by the side I can’t see; what grows


	there. The problem is you died so there’s no way


	to set the thing down, no wall to prop it against


	with its stuck handle and fracturing paint.


	All day we continue our back to front tango,


	this dance where I almost but never arrive,


	where I’m shut off to visitors for hours


	then, with one touch, swing wildly open.




How does a new poem come into being?


	For me, a poem starts from many different routes and it’s a long process. There’s no programmatic way or everyone would use it. In order to begin a poem, I need to be excited about a subject and keen to unlock something in the reader. I start with an image or a phrase which I want to extend further, in order to unpack its significance. I rely very much on my notebooks, which I comb through to see if I can find a few phrases and look for a thread to connect them.


	I’m less successful with idea-based poems. I need a motivating passion or I won’t be able to channel the feeling to the reader, which is a key aim for me.


	I like electricity in my work, so I’m most inclined to create in the morning after a cup of coffee, when I have high energy levels and am feeling particularly alert. I begin by freewriting at speed, simply to get things out of my head. I like to use sculptured phrases, images, observations from people or specific details from one of the many books of facts that I have.
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