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Featured Ekphrastic essay 
 
Patrick Wright  is 39. He has a poetry pamphlet, Nullaby, published 
by Eyewear in 2017. A full collection will follow in 2019 by the same 
publisher. His poems have appeared in several magazines, including 
Agenda (chosen young broadsheet poet), Wasafiri, The Reader, 
London Magazine, Ink, Sweat and Tears, Envoi, and Iota. His poem 
‘The End’ was included in The Best New British and Irish Poets 
Anthology 2018, judged by Maggie Smith. He has been shortlisted for 
the Bridport Prize. He currently teaches Arts and Humanities at The 
Open University, and is Contributing Editor at The Blue Nib. He is 
also working on a second PhD in Creative Writing at The Open 
University, on the ekphrasis of abstract and monochromatic paintings, 
supervised by Siobhan Campbell and Jane Yeh. 
 
His ekphrastic poems can be found in the new online Broadsheet 
where he is a very senior Broadsheet poet. 
 
A Critique of Contemporary Ekphrasis 
 
The notion of ekphrasis as a distinctive genre of writing in relation to 
images arrives in the mid nineteenth century (Webb 1999). John 
Keats’ ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ and W.H. Auden’s ‘In the Musée des 
Beaux Arts’ are famous examples. A loose definition is also given by 
James Heffernan when he declares that ekphrasis is ‘a verbal 
representation of visual representation’ (Heffernan 2004). But 
precisely how word and image correspond is a subject of extensive 
inquiry (Krieger 1992; Mitchell 1995), and certainly the relationship 
between the two can be rather oblique. While description of the 
artwork is often involved and this can serve as an anchor, ekphrasis, 
as I see it, enables the poet to go elsewhere – in the imagination, for 
instance, or refer to a wider historical milieu. Charles Simic and 
Pascale Petit have poetry collections along these lines, where the 
image is a springboard for the poet’s explorations (Simic 2011; Petit 
2013). 
 



However, despite these recent and impressive examples, my analysis 
will address two limitations that contemporary ekphrasis is largely 
characterised with. The first concerns the choice of image: in most 
cases of ekphrasis practice and criticism, the image is figurative 
(derived from real object sources) or mimetic (imitative depictions of 
the real world). As David Kennedy observes, what often counts as 
ekphrasis has been unable to keep up with the formal developments of 
modern art, especially in the twentieth century where art is often 
abstract or amorphous (Kennedy 2012). The second and related 
limitation is the application of knowledge to the ekphrasis: 
assumptions about what in the image is to be considered ‘central’ and 
what is to be considered ‘peripheral’; what should demand our 
attention and what should not. In other words, an informed and well-
rehearsed understanding of visual culture impedes the possibility of 
seeing the full range of what is possible to see.    
 
Likewise, the notion that words can with a high level of skill and 
expertise reproduce the artwork has been the standard model of 
ekphrasis. Even though it is seldom the case that the poet aims for 
nothing more than description, there is still usually an inference (at 
least) that the poet knows what they are looking at. Any ekphrasis 
which takes mimesis as its model, regardless of its merits, will most 
likely be illustrative. Not only is this kind of writing rather dull, it is 
also an attempt, quite often, to enter into rivalry with the image: 
pushing for a precise or approximate description, pinning down 
meaning, and demonstrating the potency of the writer through the use 
of prosody or a bravura display of technique. This is how Heffernan 
sees it at least – in examples like Keats’ Ode and Robert Browning’s 
‘My Last Duchess’ (Heffernan 2004). While this approach is often a 
trap one can fall into, most poets are not asking the reader to regard 
the image as though it could be read like a script. But there is nearly 
always the suggestion of where to direct our eyes; and if we see the 
image through such poems, we likely miss other details which could 
be just as curious. 
 
For the poet to maintain only a partial or tenuous relationship with an 
image can be liberating, in allowing the writer as viewer to move 



beyond description. One recent example of this is Ocean Vuong’s 
‘Untitled (Blue, Green, and Brown): oil on canvas: Mark Rothko: 
1952’, which refers to a Rothko painting in the title, then explores 
more personal reflections around the subject of 9/11 (Vuong 2017). 
Likewise, recent criticism on ekphrasis looks at ways of moving 
beyond mimesis and description. Rather than find some equivalence 
between the image and the poem, the poet is encouraged to explore 
new meanings generated by the image. And instead of a contest 
between one medium and another, the ekphrastic poem becomes more 
a document of time and process, alternating perspectives, and of 
history (Kennedy 2012). A poem might begin with an image only to 
then explore other dimensions of meaning, which go off on tangents.  
 
Though such discussion can encourage poets to move beyond 
description, many are too eager to take flight from the image without 
absorbing the minutiae inside the frame; likewise the image is still 
largely figurative, such as Jane Yeh’s ekphrasis of Manet’s Olympia 
(Yeh 2012). Contemporary poets, even those seen as linguistically or 
formally innovative, often remain shy in writing about abstract or 
colour field artworks. However, I would contend that even with a 
seemingly formless or monochromatic painting, much is there to write 
about: one has often simply failed to examine the surface closely 
enough. 
 
Many ekphrastic collections have been released in recent years, such 
as Pascale Petit’s What the Water Gave Me and Owen Lowery’s Rego 
Retold (Petit 2013; Lowery 2015). Yet, after scrutinising these 
collections and individual poems in magazines, what I am not seeing 
is a non-hierarchical observation of the image: an attempt to itemise 
or catalogue surface attributes in a way that looks to circumvent the 
writer’s ego or assurance in what they are seeing. Even in present-day 
poetics, whether or not erudition of art history is applied or thought is 
given to what the artist intended, assumptions are made about what 
the poet is looking at. This is the case, as I see it, with Vona 
Groarke’s ekphrastic series on the Danish artist Vilhelm Hammershøi, 
which largely focuses on figures, narrative, spatial cues, and so on 
(evinced by regular use of concrete nouns), rather than make an effort 



to see with different filters of perception (Groarke 2014). In a similar 
vein, Molly Vogel’s ‘Lessons on how to Understand a Famous 
Painting’ (examining alternating viewpoints from different temporal 
positions) refers to the kind of figures an art historian might. 
Moreover, Vogel opts for a mimetic painting, one by Albrecht Dürer 
(Vogel 2017).  
 
How about if we take an image that asks us to see flatly: Kazimir 
Malevich’s painting Black Square for instance (Fig. 1)? Here, 
Renaissance conventions of perspective are not in operation; there is 
no attempt to offer the viewer illusionistic depth. Like many examples 
of modern art, the image presents itself in terms of what it is: a 
representation. It is paint on linen. It is also flat, aside from physical 
properties, such as the frame, brushstrokes, the paint’s texture, 
detritus, and so on. And yet we bring preconceptions to bear, and the 
tendency to find meaningful content prompts us to imagine figures 
not necessarily visible to others – such as a buffalo. Indeed why, 
when practicing ekphrasis, does the poet in the familiar mode, 
outlined above, narrativise through interpretation, bringing some 
details to the fore while relegating others to the background? And 
why would they do so if such a narrative was not significant to them? 
Emphasis on figures, especially, will most likely reveal truths of how 
the ekphrastic poet sees him or herself and what their preoccupations 
are – like the principles behind the Rorschach test. This is arguably 
more apparent when the poet is writing in a lyrical mode, and – as 
with Black Square – a distinction between figure and ground is less 
motivated. Indeed, with this painting, who is to say where one is 
supposed to look?  
 
In the case of the Malevich painting, one is faced with the possibility 
of a kind of ekphrasis that responds to images that on first glance are 
empty – yet such images are replete with form: rather than vapid or 
nondescript (the standard philistine judgement), they are a plenum, 
including vague marks or inscriptions. This would become more 
obvious if one were physically present with the painting. Glossy print 
reproductions are limiting in this regard. While this is more apparent 
with the Malevich, the same can be said of more figurative artworks 



(Elkins 1998). Indeed, aside from examples such as relief works, all 
paintings are flat; it is just that modern art is overt in presenting this 
fact. 
 
We might then question where figure and ground are located, think 
we know where the centre is, that this part of the canvas is more 
worthy of attention than a marginal detail, and so on. Though is it not 
art history (knowledge of the Quattrocento for instance) that sets up 
such dichotomies or prejudices the locus of attention? We think we 
know where to look or what to give priority to. Such taken-for-granted 
knowledge usually acts as a filter for ekphrasis, including recent 
examples like those cited above or Julia Deakin’s ‘After Rothko’ 
(Deakin 2018). The issue is they do not go far enough in terms of how 
radical the ekphrasis is. They often cannot help but know something 
already about their image or research it, and by doing so have as an 
armature the knowledge that conditions how critics see the image. So 
the approach I outline is not about knowing more about the image, 
which is rightly the role of the academic, but rather to hover in a state 
of unknowing or negative capability: the poet sees the artwork while 
resting in doubts and uncertainties (Keats 1899).      
 
In the enigmatic and provocative Black Square there is no centre to 
the canvas as such; the title is misleading: the painting is not black, 
rather it contains a range of colours; neither is the image a square – 
this revelation in plain sight, without requiring the verification of a 
measuring device; and shapes – invisible at first glance – manifest as 
a result of pareidolia: seeing things in apparent randomness. Another 
convincing parallel should be noted between what Freudian theory 
regards as another layer of discourse (the unconscious) and recently 
discovered preliminary images under Black Square – partially 
revealed through the pentimento and fully by modern X-ray 
techniques. In the same way that an overlooked word or phrase can 
reveal something of unconscious fantasy or another kind of speech 
under the everyday ego-talk of the analysand, the colours seen 
through the craquelure in the Malevich are clues to abortive and 
suppressed images, which once brought to light may influence our 
thoughts on the finished version (Dunne 2015). 



 
By applying this approach to the looking experience, it is possible that 
everything, at least at first, is rendered equally important or 
interesting: the image has no centre of focus; attention becomes 
dispersed. Thus, standard dichotomies, such as figure/ground, 
centre/margins, or form/content, are indistinguishable. This is 
analogous with a psychoanalytic approach to listening – which again 
is a practice that aims to hear not what the ego thinks is worthy of 
attention: an evenly-hovering  type of listening is with the intention of 
hearing what, on the surface at least, seems like no more than a detail 
or inconsequential use of language, and then giving it potential weight 
by repeating this utterance back. The effect for the analysand is to 
hear their own language in a way they have not done so before. In a 
similar way, by looking flatly, the viewer may notice something in the 
image – even one they thought they were familiar with – that they 
never saw before. Seeing flatly in this way requires training and 
practice; it might even inspire a variety of unorthodox methods. One 
idea is to place a grid or trellis over the image then thoroughly 
examine each section in turn. Or one might rotate the image sideways 
or turn it upside down: simple actions in themselves and yet effective 
ways to defamiliarise what one is too used to seeing.    
 
The ekphrastic poet might then employ free association, another 
Freudian technique pertinent to the approach I suggest for the writer, 
and further shows how techniques originally developed for a clinical 
setting can be utilised for image analysis or ekphrasis practice. Freud 
used the following analogy: ‘Act as though … you were a traveller 
sitting next to the window of a railway carriage and describing to 
someone inside the carriage the changing views which you see 
outside’ (Freud 1913). Applied to ekphrasis, the poet is asked to 
suspend their usual judgements and prejudices about the image, and 
do their best to write what they see; and of course, as the example 
provided by Freud implies, this can be done over time, with 
successive viewings of the same image (which may lend itself to a 
linear series of poems or a poem divided into numbered stanzas). 
Indeed, the added temporal aspect (seeing the image a different times 
of the day, with different lighting, with different psychological and 



physical states) will, once the moments are brought together, result in 
a more comprehensive view.     
 
As argued earlier, seeing in this way, which brings out curious or 
neglected details, requires what could be regarded as a non-
hierarchical or horizontal approach to looking. Indeed, it is precisely 
by not knowing what one is looking at, and not recognising pre-
established areas of focus, which invites the viewer to be more 
cognisant of other characteristics of the picture. For instance, the 
entire ekphrasis may be on an overlooked smudge or damaged part of 
the upper-left quadrant; or it may delve into the aforementioned 
cracks in Black Square, noticing evidence of what Malevich did not 
intend the viewer to see (such as his well-documented racist joke) 
(Dunne 2015).      
 
Moreover, along with the practice of seeing flatly, the poet may also 
consider how the words are set out on the page – form as well as 
content – both as a way of enabling the approach I have advanced and 
demonstrating how a different kind of looking has been implemented. 
For now I suggest three possibilities. The first is mimicry: that the 
layout of the poem should in some way correspond with the painting 
(forming a square, for instance, with the Malevich). In one of my own 
poems, ‘Black Square’, which is appropriate to cite in the context of 
this argument, mimicry is the principle device (Wright 2017). The 
second is contrast: to work against or contradict what the image 
represents. With the Malevich, this may involve using abundant white 
space between words, phrases, or around lines or stanzas. And the 
third is – drawing inspiration from Georges Perec and the Oulipo 
school – making use of a constraint decided upon in advance – such 
as prohibiting line breaks, commas, or particular words (such as 
‘black’ or ‘darkness’) (Perec 1997).  
 
Having formal constraints in place help to facilitate a practice of 
seeing flatly: more accustomed areas of focus are prohibited and the 
writer has to look elsewhere, to details they do not usually see. Here 
form and content are not a simple dichotomy; formal rules are 
generative of content to the extent that this apparent dualism breaks 



down into what is better conceived of as a system, or what is 
sometimes understood as procedural verse (Conte 2016). Any 
constraint would not be arbitrary, but rather bear a relationship with 
the image (such as barring the perhaps too obvious reference to black 
in response to the Malevich). The result, most likely, is to force the 
ekphrastic poet to see, perhaps for the first time, the full spectrum of 
iridescence embedded within what, at first glance, appears empty.  
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Having previously worked as a primary school teacher, Ben Screech is 
particularly interested in literature for and about young people and has recently 
completed his PhD which focused on representations of ‘othered’ – 
marginalised and excluded young people in young-adult fiction, at the 
University of the West of England. Ben is also interested in how childhood as a 
'site' of emerging identity is conceived of in late twentieth-century British 
poetry. With this in mind, he is currently working on an extended study 
exploring childhood to adulthood transitions in the work of the late 
Gloucestershire-based poet, U.A. Fanthorpe. Ben’s interest in this poet was 
prompted by his recent appointment to a lectureship in English and Education at 
the University of Gloucestershire – home to the U.A. Fanthorpe collection.  
 
‘Children are the most authentic pilgrims’: Childhood and authenticity in 
the poetry of U.A. Fanthorpe 
 
Writing in the second half of the twentieth century, the lamentably under-
researched British poet, U.A. Fanthorpe has demonstrated a continual 
fascination in her work with the concept of transition - moments in life in which 
boundaries and divisions are compromised. Such transitions range, for example, 
from the seepage of London’s subterranean rivers which ‘return spectrally after 
heavy rain’ to encroach upon the land above, in her poem Rising Damp (1986, 
p.42); to the erasure of a sense of humanity in an individual’s experience of 
what she terms ‘hospital time’ (ibid, p.14), in the process of admittance to a 
psychiatric clinic in Case History. In the latter poem, the past tense is drawn 
upon ominously to suggest what has been, and is in the process of being, lost.  
Fanthorpe herself negotiated various key transitions throughout her own life, 
and it often appears that her poetry becomes a way for her to reflect on and 
comprehend certain troubling junctures in the narrative of her own experience. 
These include, for example, her childhood evacuation from a loving and 
comfortable London home, to an unhappy life in a boarding school in rural 
England due to the dangers of living in the capital during the WW2 Blitz (the 
scenario explored in her poem A Wartime Education); to the abandonment of a 
‘solid’ academic career as Head of English at the prestigious Cheltenham 
Ladies College, in order to start out on the precarious road towards being a poet, 
and taking a low-level secretarial position at a psychiatric hospital to fund this 
ambition.  
 
Crucially too, Fanthorpe’s decision to ‘come out’ as a homosexual in the 
conservative and emotionally restrictive environment of 1960s Britain would 
have been an inherently risky decision and a challenging life change to 
navigate. With this biographical context in mind, Fanthorpe’s poetry is notable 
too, for its continual challenging and questioning of accepted norms, as well as 



for its preoccupation with authenticity, and characters’ attempts to find ways to 
remain true to themselves, often against contexts of oppression or resistance.  
Crucially too, Fanthorpe’s work returns consistently to the theme of ‘growing 
up’ and maturation. Specifically, to the key transition(s) inherent between 
childhood and adulthood and how these stages of life view, interact with, and 
are informed by each other. This article will explore a variety of Fanthorpe’s 
poems, examining their representations of childhood, adolescence and the 
transitions inherent between these phases of life and adulthood. I will show how 
issues surrounding outsiderness, temporality, authenticity, as well as how 
Fanthorpe’s characteristic sense of ‘bearing witness’ to the Other, become 
recurrent and characteristic concerns in her work.  
 
In the poem Growing Up, Fanthorpe chronicles the various stages of life 
development she believes she, in her words, ‘wasn’t good’ at. Adolescence 
catches her off guard and induces particular feelings of marginality: ‘I wasn’t 
good at adolescence’ (ibid, pg.98) the speaker proclaims; ‘there was a dance, a 
catchy rhythm; I was out of step’. No doubt many of us have felt similarly, that 
our teenage years are characterised by a need to ‘keep up’ with our peers, to 
‘join the party’ as Fanthorpe puts it; whilst realising that admittance is by no 
means guaranteed. ‘My body capered, nudging me, with hairy, fleshy growths 
and monthly outbursts’ the poem continues. Here, the body itself becomes a site 
of both transition and transgression, as it undertakes its physical 
metamorphoses, transcending the division between childhood and adulthood 
whilst its inhabitant struggles with feelings of ‘guilt’ –  her body seemingly 
having betrayed her. An image Fanthorpe draws on subsequently in this poem –  
that of the ‘native’ and ‘visitor’, is also crucial because it highlights a consistent 
concern in her work with outsiderness. In this way, her gaze takes on that of the 
onlooker to events: ‘I never learned the natives’ art of life (ibid, pg. 98). 
Conversation disintegrated as I touched it. So I played mute’. In Narrative 
Development in Adolescence Kate MacClean and Monisha Pasupathi consider 
how ‘when one has voice, one’s experience is validated and one’s perspective is 
accepted. Silencing, on the other hand, is not to be heard. One is silenced when 
one’s story cannot be told’ (2009, p.71). In Growing Up then, the speaker finds 
herself ‘muted’ as her sense of herself and her own emerging identity fails to 
correspond with what she views as others’ expectations or social capabilities.  
Fanthorpe’s onlooker’s gaze becomes particularly pronounced in the final 
stanza of the poem, but here the naivety and lack of self-assuredness of 
adolescence has given way to the speaker’s belief that life as a ‘wallflower’ may 
not only have its virtues, but may, in fact, be interpreted as a gift – as something 
‘masonic, dark’. By the final verse, age has ‘afforded a vocation even for 
wallflowers. Called to be connoisseur, I collect, admire the effortless bravura of 
other people’s lives.’ Indeed, it is perhaps not surprising, given Fanthorpe was 
the child of a lawyer father, that the key effect of her poetry results so often in a 



sense of what Elizabeth Sandie, author of the only critical companion to 
Fanthorpe’s work (Acts of Resistance) terms ‘bearing witness’ (2009, p.37)  –  
the poet, speaker and reader all, at different times occupying this role. 
In an interview with Marilyn Hacker, Fanthorpe discussed her wish that, 
through poetry, she could ‘testify to the way individuals go on being human in 
the midst of confusion’ (1989, p.163). In a poem such as Growing Up, the focus 
is the ‘confusion’ and discord we experience as we undertake transitions 
through the various stages in our lives, with adolescence playing a particularly 
affecting role in this journey. Specifically, the ‘human’ aspect of this, to quote 
Fanthorpe, is pertinent because, as the sociologist and critic Will Barno 
suggests; adolescence is a period in our lives that amplifies the ‘inner conflicts 
and ambiguous natures’ (2015, N.P.A) indicative of the human condition more 
broadly. For Fanthorpe, children and adolescents ‘are the most authentic 
pilgrims’ (1987, p.54) (authenticity being the key term here), because in these 
early phases of life, we have not yet subscribed to what Barno views as the 
inevitable ‘compromises adults make’ in relation to ‘social rules and 
regulations, employment etc’ (2015, N.P.A). More than this however, young 
people are scornful of ‘any adult whom they judge to be superficial, full of 
compromises to ideals and dependent’ (ibid).  
 
In this way, Fanthorpe routinely adopts a young person’s gaze because it allows 
for a greater sense of overall authenticity, to get to the root or the ‘truth’ of 
matters that may elude adults whose inevitable vested interests, dependence and 
compromises so often appear to be a blinding force in the face of genuine 
emotional engagement with life and art. In an interview, Fanthorpe states: ‘I felt 
very strongly that I wanted to be subversive: saw myself as being against 
power-holders, with no weapons except words and laughter’ (1989, p.163). 
Such an outlook is displayed on numerous occasions in her poetry. For example, 
in Dear Mr Lee, the speaker, a schoolchild forced to conform their thoughts and 
feelings on the Laurie Lee novel Cider with Rosie (1959) to the expectations of 
a school examination, decides to circumvent these constraints by writing 
directly to the author to elucidate what his uncompromised, ‘honest’ thoughts 
and feelings on the novel are. This poem is particularly indicative of 
Fanthorpe’s subversive stance: 
 

[…] Dear Laurie, I want to say sorry, 
I didn't want to write a character-sketch 

of your mother under headings […] 
I didn't think you'd want your book 

read that way […] 
 

I wish I had your uncles and your half-sisters 
and lived in Slad, though Mr Smart says your view 



of the class struggle is naïve, and the examiners 
won't be impressed by me knowing so much by heart, 

they'll be looking for terse and cogent answers 
to their questions, but I'm not much good at terse and cogent, 

I'd just like to be like you, not mind about being poor, 
see everything bright and strange, the way you do. 

 
PS Dear Laurie, please don't feel guilty for 

me failing the exam, it wasn't your fault […] 
I still love Cider 

it hasn't made any difference (1987, p.22). 
 
Here then, Fanthorpe explores the way young peoples’ responses to literature so 
often evade adult expectations. This, she suggests, is because of the dissonance 
between the ways children are taught to read and respond to text in line with, for 
example, examination requirements, perceived ‘correct’ interpretations and 
other mandated readings enforced by authority figures, and the way in which 
what young readers actually respond to is genuine emotionally-felt connection 
to a writer and their work, experienced on their own terms because of what the 
text can tell them about themselves (their own lives, the bodies they inhabit), 
and the world in general. School of course, encourages the former, and 
discourages the latter, something Fanthorpe was keenly aware of in her own 
teaching career.  
 
Once again then, Dear Mr Lee explores the issue of authenticity and the 
compromises we are encouraged to make as we grow up, as what really matters 
(i.e.: truth, feeling, humour etc) is abandoned in favour of ‘correctness’. It is of 
course, the renegade pupil’s inability to conform to the necessary degree of 
‘terseness and cogence’ that results in his ultimate failure, but the optimistic 
final note (‘it hasn’t made any difference’) gestures to Fanthorpe’s 
appropriation of art as a force through which to disrupt and contest what is 
oppressive about authority (particularly adult-oriented authority), and, 
moreover, the reassuring complicity of young people in challenging convention, 
‘party-lines’ and artifice.  
 
She develops this theme further in Seminar: Felicity and Mr Frost. This poem is 
based on a situation Fanthorpe observed at a poetry seminar she attended whilst 
undertaking a writing residency at St Martin’s College on the American poet 
Robert Frost. Characteristically, Fanthorpe draws on a ‘second voice’ to wryly 
highlight the interruptions to the class made by the lecturer’s four-year-old 
daughter, Felicity (in attendance that day due to her mother’s last-minute child-
care issues, as a result of a plumbing crisis at home). Felicity’s presence and 
occasional interruptions undermine the attempt of her mother to maintain a 



dryly academic tone and conduct the seminar as she had intended. Fanthorpe 
positions Felicity here in the role of what she terms ‘truth teller’ – the child’s 
presence in the class corresponding more viscerally with the concerns of the 
Frost poem in question, than her mother’s somewhat ‘preoccupied’ attempts at 
deciphering it for her students: 
  

[…] After a cuddle, a thumb-suck, Felicity 
Touches the book with her hand, 

Gravely.  It is snowing now in Mr Frost. 
He has written a very short poem. 

 
And Felicity has found a jimmy in it 
(Secret world, her mother explains). 

Mr Frost’s world is secret too. 
There are woods in it, and miles to go (1986, p.113). 

 
‘Secret worlds’ are omnipresent in Fanthorpe’s poetry, from London’s ethereal 
underground rivers she describes as ‘lying low and touching us only in dreams’ 
(1986, p.42) in Rising Damp, to Felicity’s unwelcome but imaginative 
involvement in her mother’s seminar. These ‘secret worlds’ have, she suggests 
great pertinence –  ‘something to tell us’ (1986, p.113). More than this though, 
her poetry suggests a notable association between our ‘internal worlds’ and 
temporal considerations.  
 
Specifically, she often appears to view childhood and adolescence as periods 
replete with an unshakeable sense of inertia or stasis – her work displaying a 
particular interest in how our perception of time changes as we age. A poem 
such as Being a Student, Fourth Week, First Year provides an apposite 
illustration of this. Here, the speaker muses upon the allotted time an 
undergraduate student is given to devote to their studies, which lasts ‘three 
years’, a period of comparable length to that necessary to ‘get married, 
divorced, re-married, or for Christ’s ministry’. This is, the poem continues: 
 

[…] Standing-water time. Time 
So much wanted that 

When it comes, you can’t believe 
That it’s here. Am I truly 

That godlike thing? Do junior 
School kids, seeing me, think 

Student, the way they recognise 
A blackbird, the way I did? 

The feeling hasn’t arrived yet. 
Inside I’m still last year’s 



Sixth-former, pretending (1986, p.109). 
 
Fanthorpe considers the metamorphosis young people undergo between the end 
of school and university – the process of becoming a student. It is, the poem 
suggests, a time of ‘pretence’ and re-invention -of trying on new identities to 
see what fits – to determine what ‘feels’ right. This is compromised upon a 
return home for the holidays, where, the speaker in the poem describes how 
‘they’d see through my jeans and leg-warmers, to the uniform self – caged’. The 
poem ends with the speaker musing on the ephemerality of this period of life: 
 

[…] None of it comes again ever, 
so rich, so wild, so fast, 

whilst inside me I haven’t 
even arrived here yet (ibid). 

 
This idea of playing ‘catch up’ with the version of self we are in the process of 
creating when we are young – of trying to understand who we are and what we 
are about in the midst of a world constantly in the process of flux, (of 
accelerated ‘wild’ and ‘fast’ change), as well as the way Fanthorpe emphasises 
the dissonance between the images we project to others and our internal lives 
(what is ‘inside’ us) is notable here. In this way, her poetry becomes a kind of 
manifesto for the importance of paying close attention and genuinely listening 
to others. With this in mind, Fanthorpe, as Elizabeth Sandie points out: 
 
[…] Shows how people are both encoders and decoders not only in relation to 
printed symbols, but in relation to each other. The tension between what 
remains constant and what changes, what is known and what is unknown in the 
people around us is always tantalising. ‘The Other’ is an unknown text (2009, 
p.50).  
 
For Fanthorpe, the process of growing up is ultimately concerned with the 
transition away from the self, to a cultivation of curiosity, empathy and kinship 
with ‘the Other’. Moreover, it is, she suggests, what we may learn from those 
with whom we come into contact, that ultimately holds meaning.  As she puts it 
in a poem called 7301, when we live in ‘true’ relationship to one another, we 
are continually like children in the classroom learning to read, and this task is 
ongoing: […] ‘Still learning to read you, to hear what it is you’re saying. To 
master the code’ (2007, p.63) [*my emphasis]. 
 
Ultimately then, childhood and adolescence function in Fanthorpe’s work as a 
springboard to exploring much larger human themes. She is consistently 
concerned with the ways the quotidian experiences and life-stages we progress 
through shape both our understanding of ourselves and our connections with 



others. Like Samuel Beckett’s, Fanthorpe’s poetry is ultimately preoccupied 
with a key question – ‘what does it matter who is speaking?’ (Beckett, 1967, 
p.138). Her work seeks to understand if we can ever truly comprehend and shed 
insight on what others tell us. It is concerned with the question of not only how 
we can recognise authenticity in ourselves and each other, but also how we 
ensure such authenticity remains intact – uneroded. Such concerns perhaps have 
particular resonances during our younger years, but characteristically of 
Fanthorpe’s poetry which, as identified, may appear forensic in focus initially, 
but ultimately has a considerably wider-ranging impact; their reverberations 
may, like the concealed rivers in Rising Damp; ‘return spectrally’ (1986, p.42) –  
perhaps when we are further along our life paths.  
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Myra Schneider Lifting the Sky,Ward Wood Publishing, 2018   
 
Schneider’s work is often admired for its reverencing of the domestic with all 
its private joys and griefs. While the home is an enduring imaginative 
touchstone, her tenth collection (with a new publisher) proves beyond doubt that 
her real concerns are far broader and deeper – our planet and all that is in it: all 
life forms, the whole of suffering life. As she scopes out her life experience 
against a backdrop of planetary crisis, the poems acquire an increasing sense of 
urgency and gravitas. Now in her eighth decade, she is in a hurry to get words 
down and out into the world.  
 
In the starting poem, ‘Winterlight’, she takes us with her into a Neolithic tomb 
to set up the key question that underpins this collection: how can we find 
sanctuary when the world weighs heavy on us? She uses the second person as 
an alternative ‘I’ to address herself and draw the reader in, a technique she often 
favours. This is how it ends: 
 
At last, within the still chamber, you know 
the innerness you’ve hankered for. Renewed, 
you make your way to the dark world outside. 
 
The going into a dark place and coming out into the light stands for the act of 
reading too. The poet hopes that these poems will provide us with the same 
breathing space that the tomb’s quietness has given her. But what is it exactly 
we need respite from? She is quick to tell us. 
 
Schneider is a life-affirming poet of savouring and delight but finds believing in 
life’s continuance increasingly tough in a blighted world. Again and again we 
hear, and empathise with, her deeply felt anguish. ‘Windows begins’ ‘Today 
November’s in deep despond’. Hopelessness, like damp, ‘is quick to nose its 



way into everything.’  In ‘Before Supper’, she is ‘Weighted with the day’. She 
climbs the stairs, able to forget about gunmen and violence out in the world 
only briefly.  
 
Ecological crisis, climate- or war-induced migration, homelessness: these notes 
recur throughout sections one and two of this three-part collection. ‘Seahorses’ 
is a typical poem about species loss. The poet’s close inspection of these 
creatures turns to childlike wonder – a mating pair might become ‘prince / and 
princess’ because their ‘unexpected story’ outdoes fantasy. The poet-observer 
does not want to have the veil ripped away yet learns that seahorses are over-
fished and end up on Chinese dinner plates. She says:  
 
I want to daydream, as I luxuriate in shallows 
among shells and underwater grasses,  
I’m in a world where it’s safe to forget fear. 
 
While this is not possible, Schneider is able to find still points and moments of 
transcendence. Shorter poems may begin in joy and end in gloom or vice versa, 
but we are never brow-beaten about our ‘wounded world’ (‘Tubular Bells’) or 
indulged in a soppy vision of love-for-all-things to outshine the horror. She is a 
Romantic and a realist. In ‘Returning’ set in the month of May, she examines 
fescue, barley, timothy, parsley; says: 
 
I breathe in the sweet extravagance, 
dream I’ll come back as grass or blossom 
until a voice in my head mocks with lists 
of droughts, names of extinct species. 
 
The abiding note is one of deep, broad-shouldered compassion. A single person 
or poet cannot prop up the whole of the sky alone, but she can try. In so doing, 
she gives us a kind of fierce hope – a rage against the dying light. ‘Windows’ 
may begin with a note of doom but it ends with a dazzling sunset. As a race, she 
speculates we could ‘funnel off this incandescence and keep it for our future.’  
 
Schneider celebrates the thirst of organic and even inorganic matter to keep 
going. She reads the ‘twists and turns’ in a stone she picks up on a beach ‘as the 
struggle to survive that’s at the centre / of all being’. ‘I love it for surviving’ she 
says – we are reminded that Schneider herself is a breast cancer survivor. In’ 
The Thing’ she finds,in a grate in her childhood home, an unspecified feathered 
being, a mess ‘of mucous and blood’ whose desperation to be alive is ‘ruthless’.  
 
A primal urge to care-take the planet when we witness its natural beauty, 
vulnerability and sense of striving is our defence against extinction. In a poem 



inspired by a visit to Greig’s Composition Hut, she takes this responsibility 
further, fusing her own body with the earth: 
 
I find myself listening to the quickening beat 
of this dear planet as if it were my own heart’s clock. 
 
‘I Pegasus’ with its short lines and punchy verbs turns this into a battle cry. The 
winged horse sees everything as he flies above our war-torn, climate-changed, 
car-choked world, and asserts:  
 
      Then I rejoice 
for I am the breath in and the breath out, 
I am the quickening which comes unbidden 
to the mind, blossoms into words 
that tug the heart, I am sounds which bell 
the air and enthral the ear, shapes  
and colours which come together 
to sing. I counter hatred, destruction.  
I will not be stamped out. 
 
Section two expands into wider perspectives, such as the mythological, on the 
same topics. There are numerous poems on another favourite theme, the 
oppression of women and the struggle for freedom. Some of these could have 
been written during the first months of the #MeToo movement. This is from 
‘Discovering Medusa’: 
 
The sea was hissing: abuse, abuse as if 
it was spreading news of the sea god’s act 
far and wide to plant evil in minds. 
 
In ‘Nameless’, a narrative poem from the point of view of a woman finding a 
younger woman’s body in a stream in her local park, she returns us to the theme 
of nature’s implacable continuance, the way it rolls over the dead. Noting a 
profusion of hedge parsley on the riverbanks, the protagonist is ‘struck by 
nature’s ability / to shrug off death, concentrate on continuance’. 
 
The more personal poems are particularly moving and finely-wrought. They 
feature excavations, combining in the long poem, ‘Sutton Hoo’, archaeological 
digs with combing through personal/ancestral histories. Schneider’s shorter 
poems often have an end that makes the whole poem burst into flower. In a 
longer poem she has the space to create a mesh of meanings which shows a 
different depth of skill. This poem moves seamlessly between ancient time, the 



early twentieth-century and the present, and pings with readerly satisfaction all 
the way through.  
 
‘Sutton Hoo’ describes the poet’s visit as part of a group to the excavated 
Anglo-Saxon burial-ship of warrior king, Raedwold. The beginning hints at the 
layerings to come: a girl she spots ‘becomes a small me trowelling / for 
treasure’. The poet begins to imagine what it was like for amateur archaeologist 
Basil Brown to unearth the ship. She quickly feels herself become one of his 
team.  
 
                                           … I hear 
someone mutter: my godfathers, turn to see 
a small pyramid of gold and garnet. 
 
Anglo-Saxon poetry is another touchpoint in this poem and collection. We 
discover in another poem, ‘How It Was’, that she was a girl ‘spellbound by 
Anglo-Saxon poems / in the rigid silence of the university library’. The poet 
was made by her isolation, her sense of not belonging and retreat into books. 
 
‘Sutton Hoo’ becomes a meditation on mortality and ancestry, looking at what 
is or isn’t left of us when we’re gone. The archaeologists find ‘a crushed flower, 
a ladybird, traces of meat’ along with more concrete treasures, so it comes as a 
shock to the poet (imagining herself still as archaelogist) that there are ‘boat ribs 
but no hint of human ribcage’ –  the acid in the sand has over time dissolved the 
bone. The poem melts from this long-dead and now vanished Raedwold to the 
poet’s parents: 
 
Raedwold is nothing, nothing as those who buried 
the boat, nothing as my parents on this day 
at the end of May, my parents who had two 
small children in nineteen-thirty-nine 
 
Schneider’s parents ‘have neither grave nor inscription’ and exist only in 
photographs and objects. ‘Posssessions’, though, can ‘speak staunchly of us 
when we’re dead’. We flick to the poet’s grandmother who grew up near 
Vitebsk in Belarus and followed her husband to London but ‘resurrections’ in 
print – resurrections of any kind – can only ever be ‘pale’: 
 
Kings and peasants, poets, mothers and fathers,  
relatives who are only nameless faces 
in photographs – they’ve all disappeared. 
 



‘Sutton Hoo’ surfaces at the end into a timeless English rural scene, the ‘cackle 
of rooves, masts and aerials’ of the twenty-first century out of view, which 
brings to mind long-dead English poets in the pastoral tradition and a landscape 
shimmering with pasts; of painters too, such as Paul Nash in his late phase or 
Samuel Palmer’s visionary gardens. Nature permeates, both beautiful and 
vulnerable: ‘The Pear Tree’ is a dystopian vision. A woodcutter chops down a 
favourite tree that is in fact unthreatened. 
 
Schneider makes use of the distant past elsewhere, trawling up emotions from 
long-ago memories to infuse new material with life. ‘Survival’ shows the 
fragmented mind of post-natal depression. Section three consists of an 
accessible long narrative poem in diary form, ‘Edge’, about a woman painter’s 
depression when care-taking her three children threatens to drown her art. Such 
is Schneider’s passion for writing about painting and colour, one wonders if in a 
different life she might have become a painter. 
 
The titular poem appears at the end of part two and feels like a companion piece 
to ‘Winterlight’. ‘Lifting the sky’ turns out to be a quigong exercise. The poet 
instructs herself and us: ‘then release your breath, begin to separate yourself / 
from the weight of all that lies on you. / … maybe / a lightness like liquid amber 
will flow through you.’ 
 
Lifting the Sky reasserts all we have to be joyful for and all we have to fear. 
Showing fierce protectiveness for the earth and its creatures, it does allow us to 
draw breath and renews us to go back into the world. It marks Schneider as an 
essential chronicler of our times and as a continually evolving poet. 
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Isabella 
Poems by Isabella Morra and Caroline Maldonado 
Smokestack Books,  2019 
 
The story of Isabella Morra is a shocking and tragic one.  The background is 
sixteenth century Renaissance Italy, the setting a hilltop fairy-tale castle where a 
young woman poet lived, isolated and disregarded, dominated by her brothers 
who, suspecting an affair, stabbed her to death in the name of the family’s 
honour. 
 
We learn these facts in the first paragraphs of Isabella in a remarkable 
Introduction to the book. I say remarkable because these few pages set the scene 
so vividly – the poetry, the poverty, the brutality – it feels as if one is reading a 
novel or watching a drama while the subsequent translations and poems develop 
the theme and enhance it so that the reader feels part of the story, shares 
Isabella’s despair and anguish, wishes it had been possible to save her. 
Alongside this is the sense of a search, Caroline Maldonado’s own involvement 
and search for the few remaining traces of this sad tale, for the woman that was 
Isabella. 
 
The book is structured with originality. After the Introduction we have 
Isabella’s own poems – or the ones that survive. We do not know if there were 
more. Here we have ten sonnets and three Canzoni with the modern translations 
set out as parallel texts. Seventeen of Maldonado’s own poems make up the 
second part of the book. 
 
A problem for a translator, especially of pieces written in a much earlier 
century, is how much to retain of the original structure and rhyme scheme. 
Isabella wrote her sonnets with tight rhyme schemes in the Petrarchan style 
according to the convention of the time.  The longer canzone have even more 
complex syllabic and rhyming structures. Maldonado is adept at tackling the 



question of how to create a balance between the formal sixteenth century 
tradition and the need to make the poems accessible to a modern reader. In 
simple terms she keeps the iambic pentameter but not necessarily the strict 
Petrarchan rhymes. The Canzoni follow the original structure of eleven-line 
stanzas with closing five-line valedictions but depart from the complex patterns 
of rhyme and syllable. 
 
So much for the skilful adaptation of form and structure. Where Maldonado 
succeeds even more brilliantly is in conveying atmosphere and emotion. 
Isabella’s grief and anger at her situation ring out in every line. How am I to 
live, she cries, ‘in this vile, odious hamlet’ where ‘I spend my life without a 
word of praise.’ Isabella’s ‘burning hope’ and ‘hatred for this forsaken place’ 
hit the reader hard as does her rage against the cruelties of Fate  which is 
‘hostile and without mercy’. How trapped and despairing she must have felt in 
her castle, living beneath ‘the frenzied sky’. Terrified as well, with good cause 
as it turns out. Sonnet IX refers to danger and snares, her longing for death 
when, she says, ‘I will have smashed my prison, slipped my noose.’ One of the 
most powerful translations is Sonnet VII where Isabella almost seems to have a 
sense of foreboding, an intimation of doom: 
 
‘And as I cry out through the nights and days, 
you, wild beasts, rocks, infernal ruins, 
untamed forests and solitary caves, 
 
even you, hawk owls who presage ill, 
come howl with me in your loud, broken voices 
for what is to come, my saddest fate of all.’ 
 
 
Caroline Maldonado’s own poems counterpoint Isabella’s, echo themes, add 
voices, act as responses, highlight emotions and atmosphere. With the poem 
‘South’ the reader is included in the journey which flies like a ‘white arrow’ – a 
journey that is both physical and exploratory and which actually began, the 
author tells us in the Introduction, in a small bookshop in Southern Italy which 
she visited in connection with her earlier co-translations on the poems of Rocco 
Scotellaro. Here, in this shop, she picked up a copy of Isabella’s Canzoniere and 
was enthralled. 
 
‘From Tricario to Favale’ outlines further details of her journey which has 
become a quest for Isabella. There are problems. ‘I’m searching for Isabella,’ 
she says, ‘Everywhere I have found Rocco  
 
 



but Isabella is faceless. There exists no painting, no sketch. 
Her burial place was not marked, so I search for her features 
in the landscape she made hers. Every place has a story to tell. 
 
 
This is where the magic lies. In the imagination of the author that can find the 
features of Isabella in the landscape and write about them, drawing the reader 
in. In ‘Favale’ it feels as if we are watching a film as Maldonado describes some 
details of ‘the poor, deserted land, coastline/lethal with swamps and malaria/ 
...forests running with hares and foxes/ ... the far sea.’ 
 
The poems are written in a variety of forms and tones but throughout there is a 
mood of desolation, a sense of loss and lamentation. An understated but 
haunting and beautiful poem is ‘Scirocco’ with the evocative repetition of the 
line ‘Who will hear me.’ 
 
Isabella Morra lived and died over four hundred years ago but her story and 
writings could belong to the world of today with their themes of inequality, 
possession, domination and the issue of honour killings. The poem in Isabella 
that highlights all this for me is ‘On my brothers’ return from the hunt.’ There is 
no murder scene, the brothers’ motives for the brutal act are not shown or 
analysed. Instead they are named in a description of them in the aftermath of the 
hunt. The night is as ‘black as sin,’ the dogs have ‘blood fresh in their nostrils.’ 
The poem ends with the shocking image of Cesare, the youngest brother, 
describing how he has killed a piglet for sport. He brings ‘the thing’ back in a 
sack ‘head detached/from body, neck slashed.’ This piglet, in his account, tried 
to escape, nearly escaped, but the boy ‘hacked/five times at its neck with his 
knife.’ A brutal metaphor for the murder of Isabella. Cesare was one of the three 
brothers who stabbed her to death. The last line leaves us with a ‘final scream.’ 
 
Isabella offers us a perfect blend of non-fiction, original text with modern 
translation and a selection of the author’s superb poems exploring the tragic tale 
and the underlying, unsettling themes. It is an outstanding compilation. 
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Zoe Brigley:  Hand and Skull, Bloodaxe 2019  
Tony Roberts: The Noir American and other poems, Shoestring Press 2018 
Pat Boran: Then again, Dedalus Press 2019 
 
The gap between subject and object is a tyrannous and lovely thing. How are we 
to know how our collective and personal histories are embodied (or 
disembodied) in the curios and the everyday which make up our lives’ scenery? 
Can we ever capture them, voodoo-style, within “the thing”, and then (if we 
need to) embrace them or reject them? The bell-jar over a moment in time 
which the most wonderful poetry creates is best when it burrows down into the 
elements of objects, whether tangible or metaphorical. ‘It is only by selection, 
by elimination and by emphasis that we get at the meaning of things’ – Georgia 
O’Keeffe, the icon of Zoë Brigley’s new collection, shows the power of the 
cross-section, the metonymical, the segment. These three new collections all 
idiosyncratically explore the object as site of narrative, both grand and small. 
The meaning of “things” becomes the meaning of things. 
 
Accompanied by Victoria Brookland’s work (a fellow Northern exploress of the 
paraphernalia of womanhood whose work always works so well across different 
media), Brigley’s new collection, Hand and Skull, resembles a collection of 
specimens. It moves from the dissection to the celebration of the female body 
and its capabilities. The collection addresses rape narratives and terrible, 
female-sited, male-inflicted trauma using graceful conceits. The running 
mergence of horse and women, with both beings’ fragility and strength posited 
alongside the male-framed impulse to tame and break, runs parallel to the 
effective synecdoche of the animal skull, the female dress, and the camera.  
 
These objects, seen through the painfully clear lens of trauma, are all initially 
pulled together by the violence of the male possessor, the varied “he’s” who 
slash and then re-assemble as if by a crazed plastinator. If, as Brigley writes 
‘some creatures are eaters, some are eaten’, the collection opens with a focus on 
the consumptive impulse of the male figure – but, as the pieces progress, 



Brigley seems to treat each poem as if a poppet in a rite, finally ascending to a 
state of wholeness, where object and subject are one. There is a move to fluid 
lines, a lyricism, and a flow associated with the female body as whole and 
fecund, in poems dealing with pregnancy, miscarriage and motherhood. The 
marker poem for this is the elegant ‘Star/Sun/Snow’ (placed tellingly after a 
narrative from Kate Chopin’s Edna Pontellier): ‘head a pointed star trapped/by 
my pelvic bone, but they trimmed, sliced/ opened me up, and out you came 
screaming’ moves to the expansiveness of ‘you might have crouched/on the 
wooden boards, your small, round cheek almost/ touching the floor, your eye so 
close to the snowflake, the tiny/ perfection of its sharp, white symmetry.’ 
In spite of this shift, the one-ness and reintegration of maternity is not so 
absolute – the pain and split of a miscarriage underscores another way in which 
even this wholeness can become ripped apart, complicating the idea that the 
desirable gap between object and subject can ever be bridged. 
 
The dress poems in Hand and Skull subtly mark this process. They gradually 
expand from the weight and isolation of ‘Poem with a Least Favourite Dress’ 
and ‘Poem with a Whalebone Crinoline’ (‘so heavy and she hardly wore it 
because the colour/was near but not close enough to a browner shade’, ‘a space 
round the waist/ is wide enough to tempt/ a woman or a man to reach across’), 
to the more joyful and sweeping ‘Poem with a Wedding Dress’, ‘Poem with a 
High Waist’ (with its delightful shorthand for Katherine Hepburn – an object 
herself through her use of clothing-as-object) and ‘Poem with Stocking and 
Suspenders’, reminding us that clothing acts as both a performance of 
womanhood and a disguise for internal processes which may be quashed or 
rejected. The cleanness of ‘Undressing Poem’, where each word seems to 
represent a button ripped from a blouse, represents this perfectly:  
 
he forces her tiny shirt buttons out of each 
slot, though they wedge in place & it takes the pressure of a finger – the 
countering  
thumb to budge each one 
 
It is telling that ‘Undressing Poem’ is placed ahead of ‘Dressing Poem’, as the 
woman becomes decorated and observable, trying to take charge of appearances 
after her literal undressing, having been moved and adjusted out of her clothing. 
The end of this cycle, ‘Poem with a Mourning Dress’, marks a moment of 
change – the object is taken from its metonymy to become redefined as a source 
of comfort (‘a comforting hand’). The loss of a child has, although terrible, 
allowed redefinition and a “taking back” through the wholeness of womanhood 
in pregnancy. 
 



The dress poems sign-point the change across the collection from a deliberately 
masculine terseness to lush, fecund pieces – the movement of ‘Name Poem’ 
(‘when a stone is thrown up over flat water,/the sob that breaks the surface is the 
song/of your name’), the physical roundness of concrete piece ‘My Last 
Beatitude’ and the darting, insect-like closing ‘Hand and Skull’ contrast 
shockingly and successfully with the phallic violence of ‘Syringe’. The early 
poems in the collection grab one around the throat – precise, sharp delineation 
of the deconstruction of the woman into pieces, objects - observers sectioning 
her up like a mortician. ‘Western Union’, ‘Letter from Tess Durbeyfield’, and 
‘Blind Horse Elegy’ all use the language of the taxidermist, the hunter and the 
lepidopterist to huge but not histrionic effect. The physical slashes breaking up 
‘Beatitudes for the Women’, and ‘Poem on the Edge’ have the effect of a 
cutting up, a camera flash declaring the woman as object in a moment of 
possession, violence and violation:    
 
It is the moment before something terrible happens she is alone in the house 
with this man taking the photograph she is lying naked in the bathtub he is 
leaning over impossible to pass so she just  
lies still refuses to look eyes down away the photo taken. 

 
The deconstruction via the male gaze becomes literal, with visceral imagery 
recurring throughout these first pieces with surgical care. To ‘nail her plaits to 
the wall’, to take ‘a box cutter to their lips’, ‘the other hand stabs, slices her 
open/ from sternum to navel’ – all are tied together (literally) in ‘Poem with 
Seams’. The gazer is reassembling, objectifying and recreating from without. 
Brigley similarly turns her female icons into objects – O’Keeffe, Edna 
Pontellier and Tess Durbeyfield – and their epistolary mark-making keeps them 
tied down. They become totems, simultaneously themselves and representations 
of themselves. They are well-picked. 
 
The Noir American and other poems raises a whiskey-soaked velvet curtain on 
poems which should not be relegated as addendums to the louche return of Ty 
‘Prince’ Dove, Tony Roberts’ popular, egotistical Fifties jazz cat. His 
picaresque adventures through New York and Paris are assured and have the 
quality of display – tableaux of incident and accident staged through a peephole 
in a jazz club cellar. This world in which the legendary (Miles, Bill Evans, 
Charlie Parker, Lady Day) become puppets in the Prince’s play could become 
cartoonish, but is pulled back by balancing the clichéd and the evocative – as 
Prince observes, ‘Paris is Disneyland’. The world lived in here is as 
performative as the jazz itself, it is an object to be played ‘with a rhythm section 
that is on loan from Jesus Christ’. The play is the thing, and the theatrically lush 
world created by these poems – the playing out of the stage-world of the Prince  



– mirrors the playing of his tenor sax. There is, indeed, a free-form feel to this 
piece, with the rich syncopation of the patter of the Prince: 
 
Dex, who has devoured whole libraries 
while in the jug, reminds him that a guy 
who takes the stage as Hamlet may bow out 
as crazy as old Lear. Personal demons 
man, they are a pain in the royal ass. 
But then he plants this beautiful seed. 
He tells the Prince he yearns for exile, 
his motto: For hope without dope, choose Eu-rope. 
 
The solos and licks of the comic bon mots of the jazzman: the “phrasing” of the 
poet and the free-form phrasing of his creation merge into one. The joy of this 
piece is its wonderful evocation of a place in time, the drug-addled paranoia and 
the nodding-off cool of the hip cat. Icons become objects which represent what 
Prince (and we) wish to see of them. If, as ‘Bird’ asserts: ‘fucked up history is 
in those licks’, do we truly hear him? Or bring our need for him as our “object” 
to his work? Roberts always complicates lovingly the beloved icon – ‘Did Bird 
really lay that sage advice/upon his regal head just now/or is he improvising on 
the nod he got?’ – saving their featuring from being a set piece. Roberts’ use of 
intertextuality to paint his Prince as the egoist and intellectual works – the jazz 
world and the characters in it have the archetypal qualities and the staginess of 
Shakespeare. Prince’s Milesian episodes have a Puckish feel, a set piece of 
mischief at home in a comedy. The Prince of Cats is more a Mercutio than a 
Tybalt. 
 
The section of lyrics should not be seen necessarily as detached from the 
adventures of our jazz hero, but related. The “objects” throughout The Noir 
American (the sax, the drugs, Billie Holliday) mirror the processes of the later 
pieces, where the people in the life of the poet become objects, connected to 
him not just of themselves, but through what they represent in the narrative of 
his (and their) lives. They have a gentleness in spite of their obvious humour, 
which makes them convincing. Addressees are defined not just as objects (of 
attachment) but also by objects in these poems. A treasure trove of objects seen 
across a life, which come to represent the loved one, is beautifully handled in 
pieces such as ‘The Back Country, 1973’: 
 
We dimmed Bob Dylan, 
Astral Weeks, The Dead 
to make exchanging gifts the thing –  
my Dickinson and Browning 
for your Snyder, Kesey. 



The Back Country. 
 
This perfectly pitched and bittersweet evocation of the objects and icons-as-
objects which can come to define the memories of another human being is 
wonderfully handled, moving to the close: 
 
Tonight I unwind 
and weave your braided hair, 
dead friend. 
 
In a similar vein, ‘To Ian Stevens in Heaven’ celebrates the mundane object 
transfigured into amusing loveliness by its association with a loved one: ‘a loaf 
of white, sliced bread’, ‘your ancient Ford’, ‘a box/of fish fingers wedging open 
an inner door.’ Here, as in all the poems, a balance is struck between humour 
and affection, never passing into mockery. There is a feel to these poems of 
looking over a Victorian collector’s darlings. The lyrics become a cast of 
characters – Casanova, Captain Carey, the salt by the bay of Carthage – in a 
series as much a tableaux as ‘The Noir American’.  
 
Pat Boran’s new collection, Then again, is as assured as you would expect. His 
new change of focus from autobiography to the external is successful (or rather, 
his new take on autobiography and biography through the lens of “the thing”). 
This collection explores the internal journey through the external – the small, 
the detail – and neatly depicts the interchangeable nature of history and 
biography. 
 
The collection is a set of artefacts, the museum collection where the touching 
immediacy of the human merges with the terrifying sublime of history – 
personal narratives meet grand narratives. Indeed, Roberts plays with the 
perspective and history of objects held in a variety of museum and gallery 
collections, such as Dublin’s Natural History Museum (‘Common Heron’), 
Leventis Municipal Museum of Nicosia (‘Yataghan’), and the Museo Bellomo 
(‘Sarcophagus of Giovanni Cardenas’). Objects and “people-as-objects” are 
delineated in relation to each other – both the internal and external histories are 
united within them. The lovers in the opening piece, ‘Race Meeting, Baldoyle’, 
define each other as well as their moment in time. The solidity of both is created 
by each other: 
 
his thick cigar, her petalled stem, 
his solid, gruff uncertainty, her fragile, 
dreamy elegance and grace. 
 



The two, captured in a photograph (perhaps the best example of an object as 
biography), can only retain their physical presence – not the means by which 
they merge – ‘their breath’.  
 
‘Fountain’ is a perfect example of the masterful spiralling down into the 
object’s interaction with the observer, how our scenery and the journey we go 
on indelibly if invisibly mark each other: 
 
a green wrought iron drinking fountain 
caught my eye, monument 
to a gently bubbling flame, 
and on its polished rim 
a small dun-coloured bird  
quietly taking its fill, obliging me 
and all those there behind me 
to stand and wait our turn  
a few moments more 
in the history of the civilised world. 
 
Here, the natural world, the human mark upon it, and human perception of their 
place in it meet in an understated celebration of the quiet miracle of experience. 
The joy of the everyday object and its impact upon our lives and histories is 
crafted with equal respect by Boran – the acuity of coat-hangers in a wardrobe 
which ‘chime inside like bells’, a walking stick transformed by music into ‘a 
gleaming baton’, a children’s bonfire is ‘a carcass of shopping trolleys’, the 
lonely door bell ‘no longer connected to anything’. External and internal and the 
point of recognition and comfort when they merge within an object are shown 
by Roberts to perhaps the best effect in ‘Greek Vase’. The poem has a 
Larkinesque feel – the depiction of connection in an object becomes that 
connection and reactions to historical artefacts become biography: 
 
Play some romantic music 
for these two brave fighters, 
wrapped around each other here 
like lovers, like old friends 
reuniting, like drunks lunging 
when the last bar closes 
 
The close of the poem is beautiful, simple: 
 
for without each other, that’s right, 
They’re all alone in the world 
 



There is no ‘waiting neutral space’ for Roberts – these collections all, in their 
way, establish this. 
 

                         *     *     *     *     * 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Patricia McCarthy  
 
Round-up of some new poetry collections 
 
Angela Kirby: Look Left, Look Right… (Shoestring Press, 2019) 
Jane Lovell: Metastatic (Against the Grain Press, 2018) 
Rebecca Goss: Girl  (Carcanet, 2019) 
Julia Copus: Girlhood (Faber, 2019) 
Jessica Mookherjee: Tigress (Nine Arches Press, 2019) 
Theresa Lola: In Search of Equilibrium (Nine Arches Press, 2019) 
 
Angela Kirby’s high-spirited collection, Look Left, Look Right…, contains 
refreshingly vital poems about a life well-lived, lived-up even, and savoured. 
The poet’s passionate tenderness  and her wholesome sense of womanhood 
suffuse the poems and there are many real, memorable treasures here, too many 
to mention individually.  
 
She can be amusing, as in the clever poem ‘To Flavius’ – ‘I’ve had enough of 
you and all your tricks’…  and after a careful but imperceptible rhyme scheme, 
the last line denounces him: ‘Listen, get lost, get stuffed, piss off, just go.’ She 
can be sexy, playful as in the poem ‘Headlines’ reminiscent of Dorothy Parker, 
with every other line of the short ten lines rhyming with the monosyllabic sound 
‘ar’, ending on a triumphant note: ‘And at last you called me darling/ oh tra-la-
la-la-la!’ There is much variety here to amuse and enchant.  
 
Perhaps she is at her best in recalling the past in evocative detail, as in, for 
example, ‘Walking with my Father, 1939’, with ‘two great Shires thundering 
alongside’. Her father is a real country man who shows her ‘where lovers 
carved hearts or entwined/ initials into bark of beech and ash’, and old Tom 
with his collies offers them ‘Parkin, Chorley cakes/ ginger beer, rhubarb wine’. 
The tone is not nostalgic but nostalgia is summoned because of the 
extraordinary details she conjures from an era now gone.  ‘Coquilles and 
Cantaloupe’ with its  Keatsian imagery, appealing to the five senses, testifies to 
the poet’s quite sophisticated life-style in fancy restaurants, places such as 
Chelsea, New York, France and elsewhere with lovers, both penniless and rich, 
and the pop songs of the day. Here the food, with the amusing symbolic use of 
the asparagus spears, mixes with the raw desire that the poet shamelessly 
reveals in the final lines:  ‘Oh, roll me, baby, I said, just roll me, roll/  got to roll 
me, got to roll me, roll me, roll me’. 
 
‘North’ is another haunting vignette of a ‘once-familiar’ mill town ‘which lies, a 
raw red eye, fringed by black chimneys’. This serves as the backdrop to a dying, 
cussed, bewildered old man she visits, although he doesn’t appreciate her visit. 



There is no easy sentimentality here; the ‘machinery’ which could be his life-
force, at the end of the poem, ‘falters, stops, falls silent as his mills’. Kirby’s 
compassion is evident in many other poems also, for people in homes, for the 
disabled, for difficult patients, ‘the fallers’, in hospitals. In all the poems, her 
tenderness, as well as exuberance, delicacy versus sauciness, prevails. 
 
As can be seen, very serious subjects are tackled with great humanity, as well as 
the more light-hearted, so that nothing is monotonous. Although I relish all the 
poems here, one of my favourites is ‘Letter to my Mother’, written to the latter 
about her death: 
 
…It was later, finding a smear of faeces 
in a slop pail where a bedpan had been casually tipped 
that I wept to see that last bathetic trace of you remain 
when all which mattered to both of us was gone. 
 
This is surely where poetry should trespass: in the usually unutterable, voicing 
what is usually left unvoiced. The poem ‘Still’ bravely achieves this also – 
about a still-birth yet the poet imagines the baby girl growing up in all her 
reality, giving her direct speech, standing with her on the kerb, teaching her how 
to cross the road, picturing her first bike, choosing her nickname, witnessing her 
first day at school, her boyfriends – yet the heart-wrenching contrast, for: 
 
…We hadn’t one brief hour 
together, not one second, breath, or 
heart beat, only a first-last glimpse as 
they took you away, limp, white, still. 
 
Another favourite is the lovely, innocent, surreal in places, ‘Flipside’ in which 
she urges from the start, ‘Give me a nowhere world’. She wants there to be 
somewhere ‘a place/ we’ve never even heard of/ where anything goes or 
nothing/ where mermaids have three heads/ and five tails, where the cats/ and 
dogs dance up to heaven/ on a thirty seven bus/ smelling of roses’, and so on. 
How charming, and relevant to our chaotic world today,  this is. 
 
A final remarkable poem I wish to comment upon is ‘The Blue Bench’, a kind 
of pantoum, in which Kirby further shows her mastery of forms. Here, the 
repetition at the ends of lines is intricate and brilliantly achieved, as subtle as in 
Thomas Hardy’s ‘The Haunter’. The strict form seems to help and contain the 
subject matter which concerns the poet or persona seeing a young person in a 
park, thinking it is the loved one she knew in the past, but the shock is that that 
young person is not the one she knew who is now aged, with white hair and a 
walking stick – when who he was ‘danced all night’. This is a poem which 



should be anthologised for all time, on a par with one of Yeats, or Patrick 
Kavanagh’s ‘On Raglan Road’. 
 
Angela Kirby is a poet who deserves greater attention. 
 
                                     * 
 
Jane Lovell is a master/mistress of the lyric with wonderfully apt, incisive 
images culled often from the natural world around her. She has yet to have a full 
collection published but in this pamphlet, Metastatic, she is at her best. Here, 
the lyric is clothed in urgency and is used to powerful effect in articulating the 
traumatic situation of her husband facing a rare cancer diagnosis and them both 
wondering if he will survive. Hence lyrical language is juxtaposed, very 
carefully it has to be said, with hospital terminology, resulting in very moving 
poems that are never sentimental or over-dramatic. In fact, the poems are 
dignified and quiet as they deal, at subtle angles, with the mortal diagnosis. She 
contrasts effectively the spoken with silence, or different kinds of silences, and 
light versus dark. The frequent use of alliteration and sibilance highlights the 
altered perspectives induced by shock when even time, as we know it, goes 
awry. In the poem ‘Birdsong’, ‘Even the cup in your hand/ assumes a strange 
longevity’… ‘The world has shrunk away,/ moves in different realities;// our 
life has shucked its skin,/we are already ghosts’. This contrasts with the normal 
world: ‘Sometimes it seems it’s just me’ and those birds// all that bird song, so 
much life’. This dislocation in a world of changed perspectives continues in the 
poem ‘How do you do the right thing’ –  
 
when landscapes are untied, hedges 
slide into oblivion, fields flap untethered, 
their edges fraying to dust’... 
 
Horizons are threaded through the poems, coming closer and closer in their 
shrunken world. They ‘now go all the way to the horizon/ and stop/ our whole 
world is here’, for there is ‘nothing beyond// nothing beyond/ but the man who 
reads blood/ circling numbers in a scree of figures’, this man whose word 
‘draws the horizon/ into a knot’, along with bones and carcasses, ghosts ‘of 
gone-days’, ‘of hedges’, ‘a ghost owl’, a ‘ghost garden’, and the patient himself  
who fades ‘to shadow as we walk’.  Yet this is not a Gothic world; it is a natural 
one with birds to bless, and listen to as examples of fortitude: ‘that blackbird 
chortling regardless/ of his dried dead young’, a fallen plum tree, juniper, a 
hare, a kestrel, a thrush, owls. And the scraps of solace that her husband keeps 
‘like a talisman’, the solace ‘in the altered step of time’ uplift even 
momentarily. 



Throughout the sequence a lot ‘spills’ and is ‘pinned’ – as if the life-force is 
leaching away or being held down by diagnosis after diagnosis from screens and 
slides. The repetition of these words, plus the repetition of many lines in poems, 
and the same image at the beginning and end of a poem, like bookends – such 
as the horse at the beginning and end of the poem ‘Equivocal’; also the first and 
last poem in the pamphlet focusing on ‘day’ – ‘Ten days’ at the beginning and 
the hopeful ‘new day’ at the end – add to the symmetry of the whole, and 
increase the haunting effect. In the last poem where even the thrush sings in a 
minor (sad) not major key, Lovell subconsciously defines what these poems are: 
spoken/ in the quiet dark’. How well-spoken they are indeed. 
 
In the overall doom which holds the unwanted clinician’s words, Lovell 
articulately chisels words from silences – and this is surely where the best 
poetry lies in all its urgency, intensity and meaning. Lovell dares these spaces 
with great empathy, sensitivity and delicacy, and the control she achieves makes 
these poems all the more harrowing and moving. 
 
This is necessary poetry, grace-given, where ‘the trees are angels, quietly/ 
unpicking strands of destiny’ and it is hoped that these angels will continue to 
do just this for Jane Lovell as her poems evolve with a surety and sparseness 
that few poets today ever manage. 
 
                                            * 
 
Rebecca Goss was a chosen young Broadsheet poet in Agenda some time ago; 
she then, in the spring of 2016 in Agenda, contributed a very moving article on 
the writing of her collection, Her Birth (Carcanet, 2013), in which she bravely 
articulates the trauma of losing a child. This collection, Girl , follows on from 
that with a wider reach that includes poems about family, birth, children, step-
children, parenthood, sisterly rivalry and loyalty, friendship, different 
generations. It is perhaps inevitable that these poems are more gentle, less 
inclined to fall over their own edges than those written so movingly in Her 
Birth. They are, nevertheless, very accomplished and varied, even amusing in 
places such as ‘Jogging with Roger’ where the reader is taken into a machismo 
man’s world. He and his mates, all of whom have sexual secrets, ‘convene/ for 
synchronised stretching before pounding in tandem,/ all set to the reassuring 
bounce of their cocks’. The satire is evident and sustained, with a twist at the 
end when Roger is left with a shrunken ego, ‘wheezing on concrete in another 
day’s light’. ‘The Baby Who Understood Shadows’ is slightly reminiscent of 
Carol Ann Duffy – this ‘speechless being’ whose mother eats him ‘in 
mouthfuls’. By the end of the poem he is able to ‘see through// the branches of 
her arms, find the sun’s rays,/ his own shadow all things that are not her’. This 



baby seems almost eerily psychic, with a speeded up maturation akin to an adult 
as he manages to wean himself off his mother.  
 
Some of the poems stand out on their own such as ‘The Certificates’ with its 
feminist slant. Here she contrasts her own occupation as ‘poet’ being inscribed 
as the mother on her child’s birth certificate with all the mothers before 1984 
who were given no space to write down their occupations, as if they had no 
occupations other than motherhood. She recalls, with sympathy ‘those bloody/ 
sweat-drenched women sent back to hearth/ and cradle, their skills cancelled, 
never known.’ Another poem, ‘Dodgems’ is memorable for its graphic 
description and verbal power, expressing what it is actually like to be on a 
dodgem car: ‘Hit side-on/ girls scream. This is fairground / din and babel, with 
music bucking// in my gut’. And then the fairground man we can all recall: 
  
…He comes, with ethereal descent, 
swooping from bumper to bumper, 
 
hand on the pole, arms all muscle 
and inky stain. The answer to seraph 
 
in ripped jeans, he spins me out on the black 
expanse so I’m shrieking and conductive.  
 
Rebecca Goss’s poems have their own sure authority; they are never 
ostentatious or trendily experimental, and her voice rings out clear, promising 
always more to come. 
 
                                           * 
 
Julia Copus’s Girlhood contains work of a very high order, and is a compelling 
read. As Sean O’Brien said in the Sunday Times, ‘Copus’s ample stanzas give 
us a world as intensely realised as a novel, in which life itself seems to be taking 
place.’ The poem ‘Wolfman Jack’, for example, does just this. It encompasses a 
distant past in which teenagers work in a Spitfire factory with bombs coming 
down, blowing up a train; her father’s past, his birth being five years later 
‘before the track was mended’; and then her own more recent past in childhood 
in ‘that place, the freight trains passing/ at the end of our narrow garden, taking 
their cargo of steel/ sections out to the shipyard’. Notice how subtly the poem 
reaches out to include, also, England’s past, with its steel industry and cargo 
trains, as well as TV programmes for small children at that time so that a social 
history of a bygone era is invoked alongside personal histories. Her parents are 
breaking up, and the poet is a toddler in her ‘favourite red/dungaree playsuit’ 
settled ‘in front of Fingerbobs.’ As her mother speaks, or ‘hums’, to her ‘new 



man-friend on the phone’, her voice gets mixed with ‘the lull of Yoffy’s chant’, 
and then ‘with the howl of Wolfman Jack in the skincare advert’ so that there is 
a polyphony of voices in the child’s ears. This makes her run screaming to her 
mother who ‘drops/  the plastic handset, leaving it dangling// on its coiled flex 
to yo-yo by the wall’. The ‘yo-yo’ image is so original and accurate that it 
makes the reader sit up and wait for the poem to conclude its multi-layered story 
‘of why I am crying’ by cleverly stealing into the future that, in the poet’s actual 
life, has already transpired: 
 
       … in the middle distance 
a horn sounds twice, like a panicked animal, 
 
from one of the endless trains that will not be there 
when we move to the house where my stepfather will be 
no longer just an imagined voice coming 
 
faint and innocuous, out of the wood-chip wall. 
 
The metamorphosis is complete: the ‘new man-friend’ is now the step-father 
with a real voice, the trains all vanished, the technique of a gifted novelist or 
short-story writer accomplished. 
 
In general, throughout this collection, Copus takes original angles and 
perspectives and there is a constant theme of stories – often stories within 
stories – either telling you or being told.  ‘Any Ordinary Morning’, for example, 
is a very subtle Great War poem. In it she thinks of two generations back when 
a certain Adolf (d 1918) was serving, surrounded by ‘the terrible names’ of 
places. She looks back at him in the past and then tells of a future: ‘your young 
new wife beside you doesn’t know yet/ how the story goes’: she gets pregnant . 
Then the poet takes us back to the present in which her partner is the ‘great 
grand-son’ who comes back from work each evening when, as at the start of the 
poem, light catches on a glass. 
 
Striking images abound, skilfully woven into some kind of frame, usually, as 
we have seen, a narrative one. In two poems, ‘Creation Myth’ and ‘So Long’, 
she focuses on life-stories in a unique way. ‘Creation Myth’’s first clause ‘In 
days when you were not’ sparks off a whole sequence of autobiographical times 
in her life without this person, from schooldays to adulthood, the roles she had 
as ‘step-daughter, scholar,/ sister, lover’, and the men she might have stayed 
with, until finally the telling moment when she found the one and only: ‘the 
breezy shiver/of birch leaves at your shoulder,  your voice and the blue/ of your 
jacket, the kindlier blue of your eyes’…And so he stepped into her life and they 
‘became’. Cleverly, not until three quarters of the way through the poem do we 



realise that the ‘you’ is not a child she is creating, but a lover, and towards the 
end of the poem the fact that ‘something did stir in me,/  inborn or no, at the 
sight of you’ reiterates this link to birth imagery as they give birth to the couple 
that they become.  
 
A similar bleakness, this time with biography, occurs in ‘So Long’. Here she 
gives a detailed picture of her father as a child ‘trailing a tin-can train’. Details 
of the place, the room, its furniture, and of what he goes on to read such as Boys 
Own and Dan Dare perfectly summon the era again, but then serve as a 
poignant contrast to the old man he becomes – falling, getting confused 
presumably with dementia, all told via concrete details such as names of shops, 
with shortened lines to illustrate his deterioration and confusion.  
 
Her erudition, and classical learning, is slipped in unobtrusively. Yet sometimes 
she forgoes all that and  depicts herself trying to escape depression by  being 
‘soothed/ by orderly rows of hosiery’ in a shop: ‘the silken samples’ hanging on 
the wall ‘like trophy tails’ that she stretches over her hand, ‘trying them for 
colour’. She then proceeds to Cosmetics and paints ‘earnest stripes’ on the back 
of her hand, being so seduced by ‘the silver lipstick boxes ranked/like terracotta 
soldiers’ that she actually shoplifts one. 
 
The humour continues, almost slapstick in places, in the more experimental, 
quite prosaic longer poem ‘Acts of Anger’. Here, two twelve-year old girls are 
making a chocolate birthday cake with a Betty Crocker mix for the ‘gaffer’ 
whom they can’t stand. The main ‘girl’, not named, is helped by her friend. 
‘The mixture starts to resemble// the glossy mud with which she made mud-
cakes in days/ before the Gaffer’. We are taken through every stage of the cake-
making but regularly passages of clinical/philosophical prose analysing anger 
are inserted; this contrast builds up the tension and indeed, leads to something 
of dread (verging on something like a Maupassant short story) at the end of the 
poem when ‘a fissure appears in the story’. The cake is brought to the table, the 
mother and brothers there, but, for some unexplained probably macabre reason 
that we can only guess, the girls’ eyelids were ‘hot and puffy from crying’.  
 
They all sing Happy Birthday, dear Gaffer and in the last line the ‘small flames’ 
are ‘tugging lightly/ on their stems’. The poem leaves a sense of unease behind 
it. 
 
The second half of Girlhood, entitled ‘Marguerite’, is set in a psychiatric 
hospital, re-imagining Jacques Lacan’s treatment of his famous case-study, 
Marguerite Pantaine.  In this dramatic sequence, Copus particularly 
distinguishes herself with mesmeric, fluent poems that take the reader into their 
interiors. Her use of ‘negative capability’ is impressive, and the poet herself 



emerges as a gifted psychoanalyst as she gets inside the disturbed mind, the 
language at once logical and not, in broken and unbroken lines. The distortions 
and clarities, the different voices and angles, no matter how disturbing, compel 
the reader on and on and invite the question as to who is in most need of 
counselling: the doctor or patient. 
 
                                             * 
 
 
Jessica Mookherjee’s Tigress, her second full-length collection, is a very 
powerful book and important in terms of current concerns of displacement. 
Mookherjee is of Bengali origin but was brought up in Wales; hence she mixes 
Bengali/Indian images and symbols with those of Wales and England. She has 
an astoundingly exhilarating, memorable voice. The poems seem to pour out of 
her as naturally as those of John Burnside – with such apparent ease that the 
reader can’t help wishing he/she had written them. Each poem springs a 
surprise, being  different from the one before so that there is a great variety of 
angles, perspectives and forms. 
 
The ‘Tigress’of the title does not recall Pascale Petit’s tigress of the jungle. 
Mookherjee’s tigress is an internal one and is a subtle sustained symbol in the 
subtext of the collection in which she writes most movingly and authoritatively 
about what it means to be ‘foreign’. Her Hindu parents had to flee Bengal at the 
partition and came to this country ‘on the coat-tails of Englishmen’. The early 
poems in the collection show the difficulties her parents had in adjusting to a 
different culture with its ‘red post-boxes, flashing taxi-cabs/ Belisha beacons 
and yellow lines’. ‘Becoming British’ must be many immigrants’ experience, 
illustrating the desperation from lost papers, certificates, receipts and all the 
requirements of officialdom; the shouting, the headlines, the whispers. Indeed, 
the personal ‘I’ in these poems could be any number of people, and so it 
transcends its limits to become universal. 
 
Her father’s land was ‘slippery from Ganges mud,/bone-white stones of 
Sitakunda Hills, where his mother/ smeared hot ash on her boy’s face’. In a 
‘boarding/ house with thin curtains’ he ‘wants for something/ more than Tagore, 
more than rituals of flowers and ash,/ more than strikes of men with guns’; 
hence in a way he is glad to be here after such a traumatic exodus.  In the poem 
‘Kindred’ she shows her reservations about her father. She was afraid to love ‘in 
case my love was violent/ like his. But he gave me the same pump-/hard drum-
beat, horse-race heart that he had.// He taught me  to stay away from the heart’s 
fury./He didn’t teach me that love was surrender’. She acquires strength at the 
poem’s end: ‘I was bred to send spells into his pyre, to intone/Sanskrit names of 
god as if I had been his son’. 



Her mother, however, seemed to find the move more difficult. She was pregnant 
with Mookherjee the poet who was ‘lurking inside her eggs like a tiny spark/in a 
vast blue-black and burning sky’. Her mother became very disturbed inside 
‘The Welsh House’ where they settled – she had ‘an immigrant madness, lost in 
hobson-jobson/ and hub-hub, lost in the Chittagong hills, lost in poems of the 
twelfth century// Indian kings’. Jessica herself felt she was ‘the foreigner’ or 
outsider as a child and she demonstrates the child’s vivid imagination and 
terrors:  
 
I liked the Bible pictures because everyone 
looked dark and foreign like us, with their veils, 
beads and saris’.  
 
Their bibles, on the other hand, were ‘small, black with tracing-paper/ pages’. 
Throughout the collection, Mookherjee effectively juxtaposes low-church 
Anglicanism, with ‘the brethren’, and Hinduism with its various gods and 
goddesses such as Sita, the model for all women, and Varuna who, in the poem, 
turned into Uranium and ‘dated the Earth’. The wonderful poem ‘Amrita’ 
demonstrates this contrast, personifying these gods. 
 
These poems of displacement form the backbone of the collection, yet 
Mookherjee branches out to show, with continuing original painterly images, 
the seamy districts of London and life with disturbed people, difficult 
relationships, accidents, blood a constant image and a mix of nursery rhyme, 
fairytale, myth, and fantasy, at times a little reminiscent of Angela Carter. 
 
Carol Ann Duffy comes to mind, too, in a few poems where even the macabre is 
entertaining. For example, ‘Self Portrait in Maroon and Black’ shows her in an 
abusive, racist’ relationship, being called ‘Medusa’, and told ‘I was too black in 
all white space’. Spiritedly, however, she ‘cut up his ties, all ties’ – note the 
subtle play on words. Yet the poignant ending shows her turned to stone, 
psychologically nullified, her ‘hair full of snakes, filled with white space’. The 
poem ‘Beast’, too, with its exaggerated satire, also reminds of Duffy when she 
is a bit ‘over the top’, though the voice is very much Mookherjee’s: The ‘beast’ 
was covered in hair, left saliva on plates. She ‘made candles from his ear wax’ 
and ‘spun his fur into balls of wool’. 
 
There are many more intriguing poems and subjects, at times with mantras in 
both Hindi and English, and references that show Mookherjee the 
anthropologist. The universal vision in ‘Displaced’ joins up histories of peoples, 
animals – and land masses under water such as the ‘Storegga Slide’ are 
unearthed, along with the ‘hidden tundra’ and ‘forgotten rivers’.   



The haunting line that Mookherjee repeats: ‘I would have liked to save the 
Earth from drowning’ speaks for us all. And in these poems, Jessica 
Mookherjee does, indeed, go a long way to saving this very Earth from 
drowning. 
 
                                                * 
  
 
A refreshingly original first collection, In Search of Equilibrium, is worth 
noting. Pascale Petit calls it ‘a glorious hymn to being alive and wounded, in a 
dazzling array of images, psalms, anti-prayers, Hip Hop, strange algorithms, 
and wiki entries’. Equilibrium is indeed hard to find as the young Theresa Lola 
tries to cope with her grandfather’s Alzheimer’s and eventual death, the trauma 
of bereavement that changes perspectives and dulls things; a mainly absentee 
father who, it is strongly hinted, has kidney cancer, a failed personal 
relationship and so on. 
 
In startlingly fresh language, Lola gains strength from coming to terms with 
these things, resorting to the Bible, the Catholic religion, to therapy, to Hip Hop 
and songs such as Johnny Cash’s ‘I can see clearly now the rain is gone’ that the 
grandfather and his wife chorus together exuberantly, managing to forget the 
grandfather’s Alzheimer’s, since music is stored in a separate place, away from 
normal memory, in the brain. 
 
Light and dark are juxtaposed throughout the volume, and headlines, 
instructions, mantras, and repeated lines like those in a negro spiritual such as 
Blessed are the mothers of a dead child, live reportage by the poet, computer-
speak, charts and such like give different clever frameworks within which to 
contain the strong emotions evoked by events and memories. The seemingly 
simple, direct language is sizzlingly alive and recalls just a tinge of Gwendolen 
Brooks and Scout Finch’s voice in To Kill a Mockingbird. 
 
The plight of a person with Alzheimer’s is heart-breakingly exposed and 
explained, short medical terms mingling with observations in the grandfather’s 
company. He was a computer engineer yet he ‘can’t find a way to exit/   /the 
screen’, and now 
 
He tries to outsmart Alzheimer’s 
by storing his wife’s scent in an encrypted folder 
so it is never stolen from his memory.  
 



The ‘you’ of the poem is Lola and, too, could be her mother, or indeed a 
universal ‘you’ of anyone trying to cope with a family member who has 
Alzheimer’s: 
 
You cope with the trauma of seeing him like this 
by cutting,/     /and pasting, 
the old version of himself over his body. 
 
Therese Lola, a British Nigerian poet, is only 24 or 25, yet her voice is already 
so assured and original. There are many references to Lagos where the family 
originated, for example ‘that small flat in Mushin, Lagos,/ Our purses were 
weightless as a slice of confetti’, and also to African food – such as ‘jollof rice 
and plantain’, and ‘pounded yam and eforiro’ – which continues to be eaten by 
them in England, along with more cultural habits, prolonging that way of  life so 
vividly that the reader embraces it wondrously. 
 
In ‘Portrait of Jesus in a Blue Robe’, each stanza starts with ‘Jesus wept’: 
 
Jesus wept 
when I began to treat him like the siren 
of an off-duty police car, I chose silence over prayer, 
my heart so hard even Lazarus would have traded 
the resurrection of my dead faith over his dead body. 
 
And further down: ‘my mother spoke/ of how God is more appreciated in 
Nigeria,/ how the 24/7 electricity in England is confusing/ their children by 
posing as God’s eternal light’. 
 
These quotations, and there could be many others such as ‘heaven’s gate has 
strict bouncers’, give just a taste of the freshness of the language and the beauty 
of the tone and images, even when they concern death and bereavement. The 
pain and trauma are there but Lola manages to take us through such life-
changing experiences with a lightness that uplifts. In the poem ‘Swimming’ for 
example, after her grandfather’s funeral, she is on Brighton beach, and 
everything is dulled by the shock of bereavement: ‘children mistake me for a 
stale sandcastle’,  ‘even Brighton beach now feels like a palette of dull colours’. 
The clever focus continues in the allegorical ‘Tailoring Grief’ where ‘The tailor 
says you have to get measured/ to make sure grief fits right on your body’, and 
Lola’s culture stays supreme: ‘Give me a culture that requires grief to be sewn/ 
delicately on the body, I’ll take it any day’. 
 



Humour is never far away, tinged with pathos. In ‘Black Marilyn’ a photo of 
Marilyn Monroe stares down at her in her hotel bedroom in Lagos: ‘her mouth 
is always open/ like a cheating husband’s zipper’! 
 
In ‘wikiHow to mourn: Mourning in Healthy Ways’ where the poet is trying to 
survive a broken personal relationship, the wry humour we can all recognise 
recalls Bridget Jones:  
 
When he left I dived into glasses of wine like each one was the burial site 
I could excavate his body from. Temporary escapes are of no use, 
you are playing house with a dismantling body. 
 
In obeying the command Pamper Yourself in this same poem, she proclaims 
how she managed: ‘I gave birth to a new version of me, learning love again like 
walking’. And finally, should any more grief be triggered: ‘Use the mute button 
– pretend you chose to make them a ghost’. 
 
Hopefully Theresa Lola will never use the mute button in composing her poems 
that dance off the page lightly, even when dealing with heavy, life-altering 
subjects. It will be fascinating to see her next collection. 
 
                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Elizabeth Ridout 
 
Anne Stewart: The Last Parent (Second Light Publications, 2019) 
Naomi Jaffa: Driver (The Garlic Press, 2017) 
Kay Syrad: Inland (Cinnamon Press, 2018) 
 
Anne Stewart’s new collection is a careful sequence of pieces, focusing on both 
the emotional and the practical implications of loss, after the death of Stewart‘s 
father and her appointment as executor of his estate. Culminating in a long 
piece, The Last Parent is comprised of two voices neatly representing both the 
parents lost and the two necessary mental states for dealing with death – the 
form-completing pragmatist and the howling griever. This book acts as an 
outstretched hand, a guidebook for the recently bereft. The terrible brutality of 
the bureaucratisation of death is captured with precision, with the cruelly 
necessary switches between pragmatism and wounded shock that characterise 
the immediate aftermath of a family death represented through the play of the 
semantic fields of inhuman administration and the nightmarish. 
 
The opening pieces which throw down a path for ‘Last Parent’ act as a third 
“voice” for the collection, and this should be made much of. Nocturnal images 
and obscuration capture the feel of fumbling in the dark which is the quality of 
true grief – ‘a bed is a light bulb in the night sky   vengeful/determined’; ‘why 
do you take the dark path, knowing/its silences and hiding places?’; ‘the 
psychiatric wing, the hospital bed’, ‘we catch ourselves checking the street is 
clear’. The bed is in constant use as a symbol for the comfort of sorrow as well 
as a space where the nightmare and the insomniac meet with exhaustion and 
illness, as the path is used to explore ideas of lost ways and lost connections.  
 
The opening pieces have a gorgeously menacing quality – apparitions, 
adumbrations, twisted and distorted images –  elegantly echoing the 
hallucinatory quality of depression and loss, in poems such as ’Let’s call him 
Christopher’ (‘He doesn’t speak./He isn’t really there’) and ‘Pristine’ – ‘the case 
contains…but must/we look? Is he too different,/too dangerous, to respect?’  
 
‘Jumping in’ is a particular case of ‘making strange’, in which people give birth 
to teapots in order to bring us to the leading observation that ‘we have to quit a 
third of life/in order to survive the other two’. Indeed, one of the great strengths 
of this collection is how masterfully Steward  paints the dissociation and 
detachment characteristic of great unhappiness , and how well this works with 
the different kind of detachment or disconnection of the cruel, petty bureaucracy 
presented in ‘Grant: 1’ and ‘2’ and ‘You’ll have to tell the bank he’s dead’.  The 
painful “noticing” of the grieving and depressed of the hard, cold, bright world 
is caught here in the constant switches between minutiae and confusion – ‘still 



dripping, as she always does,/with just washed hair’; ‘a teaspoon lies idly by its 
cup’. There is a pleasing hardness to much of the collection. This hardness 
defines what it documents – the petty emotionlessness of Kafkaesque 
documentation, versus the sudden bursts of grief-stricken rage and viscerality 
peppering the pieces. As a result of the subject matter, and occasional use of set-
pieces to illustrate message, some pieces can come across as prompt-written, 
but are elevated by the purity of feeling and the balance of outburst and 
precision which characterises the experience it so recognisably relays. As the 
collection moves forward, different roles of the woman appear out of its walls – 
carer, daughter, sister, friend – women associated with bearing mental loads and 
caretaking life (and death). It is more important now than ever that women, 
always having been associated with grief, are seen as the load-bearers of the 
painful processes which have modernised it – ‘more than a daughter’s share of 
the load’.  
 
Naomi Jaffa’s Driver has a similarly clear-eyed focus on the woman who “feels 
no more the heat o’ the sun, nor the furious winter’s rages”. It is also full of 
older women, care-givers, those who have not been mothers (‘must an unused 
womb/always betoken/a love’s labours lost/kind of life’), the lonely elderly 
neighbour (‘this former lady who persists in inhabiting/her skeleton and 
impenetrable skull’), the dementia-riddled mother (‘we mustn’t notice the 
nouns/disappearing in a tick/of the kitchen clock’). Childlessness, the move 
from fertility to the menopause, and exploring new female identities which 
come with age form the symbolism of this collection. These poems have a 
dryness, a sparseness, and frequently link women to the natural world but in a 
refreshingly unstereotypical way – through a crispness, an autumnal quality, 
punctuated by bursts of passion like hot flushes. The old link of woman and 
horse is twisted, through pieces such as ‘Livestock’ – the euthanising of a 
breeding mare is shown to us with love and respect, with recognition of her 
dignity and function – ‘to bury her head in a bucket/ of oats, making sure/she 
never feels a thing.’ The spareness of the pieces allows negative space to show 
the contraction of one element of womanhood, such as in ‘Not Burial’ – ‘Not 
flesh in a hole in the soil/not vultures visiting a mountain tower./Not the parting/ 
of velveteen curtains to piped music’. There is a deliciously cruel feel to some 
of the later pieces, pulled back from being cruel by late voltas of camaraderie 
(in ‘Marriage’, an older woman is described as a ‘short plump American’, with 
‘carefully-applied eye shadow’ ‘over fifty and deep in her Penguin’). The 
collection ends on the joyful ‘Poem for Wednesday’ –  the “Wednesday” of 
one’s life can be captured and celebrated with ‘plump scallops/glistening on 
their bed of ice’. Jaffa asks, “Could everything come down to how old you are?” 
– and the answer is yes, but not brutally. 
 



Kay Syrad‘s Inland is well on the way to creating an eco-poetics of epistemic 
distance. The false distinction between the human experience and the natural 
world which should not exist, and that is so potent in the modern world, is 
experientially destroyed by her work. She uses the poem-body within the body 
of her work to delineate experience whilst incarnating it. The experience of 
being is interchangeable with the being experience – the play or ‘happening’ of 
moss, of swans in a field, of No Woman, No Cry by Ofili.  Syrad focuses on 
‘matter tapped, patted into form’, and uses microcosms and macrocosms to 
zoom in and out of different experiences. The thrill of detachment works well 
here – watching yourself be the world and the world be you. In ‘Situation of 
secrecy’, there is exposition of this goal: ‘the thing that happened/is the 
secret/the secret replaces the thing/that happened’.  Syrad wishes to write ‘the 
live words’, conveying a mystical state of both being and witnessing. 
 
All these pieces are sensation-rich – they have a sense of terrific movement, and 
have a crawling effect, beautifully mirroring the bodily thrill. They play with 
words like drips from a tap, or sounds from a tuning radio. The goal of the 
collection is most realised in the titular piece: ‘ follow the words/words follow 
the men/the men in white/gulls in white/inland/an island of grief/a race/the gulls 
race overhead/in white grief’. The gulls are the men, the men are the words, the 
gulls are the white, the men are the island, the men and the gulls and the words 
and the island are grief. Binaries are employed throughout to illustrate the 
collection’s epistemology, encapsulated in ‘Transcript’ – the thing and not the 
thing simultaneously – similar to the dance between the academic and the 
passionate appreciation of Plath in ‘Homage’.  Syrad enjoys experiential 
categorisation at the same time of embodying the experience – like a tree being 
a botanist, or a mental patient practising as a psychiatrist, capturing essences.  
She also clearly enjoys how she is pursuing this – the joy in the attempt 
ultimately makes it successful. The collection occasionally reminds us of the 
difficulty of her task by the insertion of other voices (such as in ‘Participant 
observation’, with the participant and the artwork defining each other by their 
simultaneous difference and oneness) and the injection of humour via 
parentheses (‘Arthur Miller and his wife (not that one)’). A truly special 
collection. 
 
 

    *     *     *     *     * 
 
 


