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  Foreword




  For this anthology, Answering Back, I invited the best of our contemporary poets to select a poem, or poem in translation, from a poet from the past which they would

  like to answer in some way. Around fifty of the poets responded. The choice of each poet is printed here alongside his or her own, new, answering poem. The reason for each individual choice was

  entirely up to the poets: some chose to subvert or to argue, some to play or to tease, some to echo or to transform, others to pay homage or to elegize. Throughout, there is a strong sense of the

  living and the dead poets’ belief in the triumph of language over time. As Gillian Clarke writes, ‘I want to say to the dead, look what a poet sings/ to life’. Poets, as Patrick

  Kavanagh wrote, must ‘snatch out of time the passionate transitory’. Time, for D. H. Lawrence, chosen by Paul Muldoon, is a long telescope.




  One of the poets suggested that ‘Answering’ was a better title for the anthology; but I feel that Answering Back has more of the glint, the edge, that some of the new poems

  here display – U. A. Fanthorpe’s response to Walt Whitman being one; Carol Rumens’ to Larkin another. Other poems do, less combatively, respond to the initial call, uttering a

  gentler answering – Liz Lochhead to John Donne – the splash of a stone dropped in a deep well. Some of the new poems are confidently oblique. Some, my own response to Kipling’s

  ‘If’, the Nation’s Favourite Poem, are tongue-in-cheek. Answering Back as a title seems to contain the wide range of responses here.




  So who is answered and about what? W. H. Auden, Elizabeth Bishop, William Carlos Williams and D. H. Lawrence each have more than one reply in their in-tray. Philip Larkin is twice rebuked. The

  poet chosen most is John Donne and his great themes of love, belief and death are prominent subjects in the exchanges within this anthology. As Christina Rossetti wrote, ‘there is nothing new

  under the sun.’ Or, in the case of several of the poems here, under the moon. What amazed me, once I sat down to choose some kind of order for the hundred poems submitted, was the sense of

  coherence and community between the living and the dead poets. This sense was so strong, that the dead poets, even the long dead, seemed just as vividly present on the page as the living. I had the

  feeling I could as easily email Ben Jonson over a typo as I could Craig Raine, who selected him. It was electrifying, as editor, to see how the poems engaged with each other – not only the

  paired poems, selected and answering, from past and present, but poems who had, as it were, never been formally introduced. There is quite a bit of exchanging of glances across the crowded

  centuries. I have tried to bring out these connections in the ordering and so, although it is possible to dip in and out of this anthology, the richer experience will be gained by reading it from

  start to finish.




  Poetry, the poets here teach us, is language as life; not only a baton-like passing-on of tradition but a way of making the human immortal. With all their joys, jokes, passions, protests, loves

  and losses, the poems here prove that it is not only silence that poetry answers back.
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  WALTER DE LA MARE




  Echo




  ‘Who called?’ I said, and the words




  Through the whispering glades,




  Hither, thither, baffled the birds –




  ‘Who called? Who called?’




  

    The leafy boughs on high




    Hissed in the sun;




    The dark air carried my cry




    Faintingly on:


  




  

    Eyes in the green, in the shade,




    In the motionless brake,




    Voices that said what I said,




    For mockery’s sake:


  




  

    ‘Who cares?’ I bawled through my tears;




    The wind fell low:




    In the silence, ‘Who cares? Who cares?’




    Wailed to and fro.


  




  CHOSEN BY Dannie Abse




  

    

  




  DANNIE ABSE




  Bluebells




  Cycling for the bluebells near St Mellons


  two boys tasted the decomposing of the light


  in a high echoing tunnel. They stopped,


  left foot on the pedal, right on the ground,


  to lark loudly, My hen Glad is sad aye!




  

    When Keith shouted I DON’T BELIEVE IN GOD


    believe in God . . . in God . . . in God a sudden


    WHOOSH replied. Four pupils dilated.


    Tachycardia. A goods train clumped over


    and multitudinous thunderbolts shrivelled.


  




  

    Later, bikes angled against a stout tree,


    they heard a meandering bee shopping


    among the profusion of flowers they bent


    to pick. Keith said, Devout little bugger.


    Sounds like a daft insect’s prayer to me.


  




  

    Through the returning dark tunnel they hurled


    echoes and laughed. But the small dot remained


    below the big question mark when they came out


    (bluebells alive in the handlebar baskets)


    blessed in the unanswering light of the world.


  




  

    

  




  EDWARD THOMAS




  Tall Nettles




  Tall nettles cover up, as they have done


  These many springs, the rusty harrow, the plough


  Long worn out, and the roller made of stone:


  Only the elm butt tops the nettles now.




  

  This corner of the farmyard I like most:


  As well as any bloom upon a flower


  I like the dust on the nettles, never lost


  Except to prove the sweetness of a shower.


  




  CHOSEN BY Gillian Clarke




  

    

  




  GILLIAN CLARKE




  Nettles




  for Edward Thomas




  

    No old machinery, no tangled chains


    of a harrow locked in rust and rising grasses,


    nor the fallen stones of ancient habitation


    where nettles feed on what we leave behind.


    Nothing but an old compost heap


    warmed to a simmer of sickly pungency,


    lawn clippings we never moved, but meant to,


  




  

    and can’t, now, because nettles have moved in,


    and it’s a poet’s words inhabit this.


    And, closer, look! The stems lean with the weight,


    the young of peacock butterflies, just hatched,


    their glittering black spines and spots of pearl.


    And I want to say to the dead, look what a poet sings


    to life: the bite of nettles, caterpillars, wings.


  




  

    

  




  WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS




  The Red Wheelbarrow




  so much depends


  upon




  

    a red wheel


    barrow


  




  

    glazed with rain


    water


  




  

    beside the white


    chickens


  




  CHOSEN BY Ian McMillan




  

    

  




  IAN MCMILLAN




  The Green Wheelbarrow




  To be honest, not much depends on this.


  My dad just left it by the side of the lawn


  When he went to pick me up after I fell.




  

    His spade and fork sat in it waiting


    For him to return; like my mother


    Sat looking through the window


  




  

    Each night, waiting for him to come home


    From the office, like she’d waited for him


    To come back from the sea.


  




  

    Winter nights, the rain glazed the road,


    It turned to snow, flakes floating


    Like the feathers of chickens.


  




  

    My dad picked me up and I stopped crying.


    I’m crying now, dad. I wish


    I could sit by the window and see you coming home.


  




  

    Go on, push the wheelbarrow again!


    Let me hear the music of the squeak!


  




  

    

  




  PHILIP LARKIN




  This Be The Verse




  They fuck you up, your mum and dad.


  They may not mean to, but they do.


  They fill you with the faults they had


  And add some extra, just for you.




  

    But they were fucked up in their turn


    By fools in old-style hats and coats,


    Who half the time were soppy stern


    And half at one another’s throats,


  




  

    Man hands on misery to man.


    It deepens like a coastal shelf.


    Get out as early as you can,


    And don’t have any kids yourself.


  




  CHOSEN BY Carol Rumens




  

    

  




  CAROL RUMENS




  This Be The Verse




  (Philip Larkin)




  

    Not everybody’s




    Childhood sucked:




    There are some kiddies




    Not up-fucked.


  




  

    They moan and shout,




    Won’t take advice.




    But – hang about –




    Most turn out nice –


  




  

    If not better




    Than us, no worse.




    Sad non-begetter,




    That bean’t the verse.


  




  

    

  




  DYLAN THOMAS




  In My Craft or Sullen Art




  In my craft or sullen art




  Exercised in the still night




  When only the moon rages




  And the lovers lie abed




  With all their griefs in their arms,




  I labour by singing light




  Not for ambition or bread




  Or the strut and trade of charms




  On the ivory stages




  But for the common wages




  Of their most secret heart.




  

    Not for the proud man apart




    From the raging moon I write




    On these spindrift pages




    Nor for the towering dead




    With their nightingales and psalms




    But for the lovers, their arms




    Round the griefs of the ages,




    Who pay no heed or wages




    Nor heed my craft or art.


  




  CHOSEN BY Nina Cassian




  

    

  




  NINA CASSIAN




  My Last Book




  How do I know




  that this is my last book?




  My genes are adamant.




  My energy longs for exhaustion.




  The words tell me to shut up.




  Yet, in total silence,




  my crippled hand




  ejects sometimes a pen




  to inject a poem




  like a shot, an intravenous,




  in the missing arm of Venus.




  

    

  




  TOMAS TRANSTRÖMER


  


  translated from Swedish by Robert Bly
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