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To all of us










Introduction


There is no one way to introduce an anthology of queer poetry, just as there is no one way to be queer. But there are simply so few queer-specific poetry anthologies out there in the world. What He, She, They, Us offers is an exciting and eclectic introduction into queer poetry both old and new, from well-known writers to newly discovered voices. It is an anthology for any queer person to read at any point in their journey, taking us through some of the experiences that shape us into who we are today. It is an inclusive collection that is welcoming of everyone, showcasing a set of universal experiences that we can all identify with. From crushes, to exciting ventures, to that feeling of not ever being good enough for the world – I hope this book provides whatever it is you need from it: whether it be an antidote or relief from current stresses, an exercise in visibility, or a joyous way to pass the time. It has certainly been a joy collecting these poems for you.


When I first started compiling this anthology, it was a combination of returning to my favourite poems, scouring the internet for new voices, and approaching writers I adore and requesting they feature in this work. It is very much a labour of love, from me to you. But there were, of course, a few names I knew I would turn to: Thom Gunn, Wilfred Owen, Robert Graves, Charlotte Mew, Oscar Wilde, W. H. Auden – so many poets I first discovered as a child and whose words cemented themselves into my consciousness; whether or not I knew of their queerness at the time is, in some ways, irrelevant – they speak a universal language that anyone, no matter how they identify, can understand. But returning to them with the understanding that they might have, in one way or another, felt this very thing that I might be feeling has shifted an appreciation for their words and reshaped my understanding of a poem I once thought might have been, simply, about one kind of love. And that sits at the very heart of this collection; that there is no one way to be, to identify, to exist or to love. For me, there is power in looking at those who came before us, for wisdom and for guidance. It reminds us where we come from, of those who paved the way for us to become the ‘us’ we are today. That there is a history of battles won.


There is also a power that comes in reading the words being written and spoken now, with an understanding of what it means to be queer in the twenty-first century. Some poems show that there is still some way to go. Poems like ‘Elegy’, written by Harry Josephine Giles in the aftermath of Brianna Ghey’s murder, remind us that the world can still be a hostile or even dangerous environment for some of our community. But poetry can help us to process loss and heartache, and to overcome, heal and give meaning to the pivotal moments that define our community. However, there is also so much joy to be found in the world; and the majority of this book is dedicated to celebrating us. Swathes of poems in the sections We Are Strong and Queer Joy tell the world that we are happy, we are strong – and stronger together – and will overcome any difficulties thrown our way.


So go forth, fiercely and queerly.


Charlie Castelletti, 2024










Moments


There are times in our lives that define us, that show us who we are. In this section, you will find poems that speak to those unexpected moments that set our hearts aflutter – or break them. Whether the sparky moment of first holding your crush’s hand, the first time you spotted them across the football field, or the times you couldn’t stop thinking about them, these poets beautifully express those feelings of hope, desire, excitement, separation and what it means to linger on moments that stay with us long after they have happened.










Episode of Hands


The unexpected interest made him flush.


Suddenly he seemed to forget the pain,—


Consented,—and held out


One finger from the others.


The gash was bleeding, and a shaft of sun


That glittered in and out among the wheels,


Fell lightly, warmly, down into the wound.


And as the fingers of the factory owner’s son,


That knew a grip for books and tennis


As well as one for iron and leather,—


As his taut, spare fingers wound the gauze


Around the thick bed of the wound,


His own hands seemed to him


Like wings of butterflies


Flickering in sunlight over summer fields.


The knots and notches,—many in the wide


Deep hand that lay in his,—seemed beautiful.


They were like the marks of wild ponies’ play,—


Bunches of new green breaking a hard turf.


And factory sounds and factory thoughts


Were banished from him by that larger, quieter hand


That lay in his with the sun upon it.


And as the bandage knot was tightened


The two men smiled into each other’s eyes.


Hart Crane










We Two Boys together Clinging


We two boys together clinging,


One the other never leaving,


Up and down the roads going, North and South excursions 
making,


Power enjoying, elbows stretching, fingers clutching,


Arm’d and fearless, eating, drinking, sleeping, loving,


No law less than ourselves owning, sailing, soldiering, thieving, 
threatening,


Misers, menials, priests alarming, air breathing, water drinking, on 
the turf or the sea-beach dancing,
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