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Time To Love 

Antony Mair, Let the wounded speak (Overstep Books, Devon) 
Mario Petrucci, afterlove (Cinnamon Press, Blaenau Ffestiniog) 
Wendy Holborrow, Shipwrecked (Lucy Quieter Press, lucyquieterpress@yahoo.com) 
Glyn Maxwell, How The Hell Are You (Picador Poetry, London) 
 
 
Peter Kennedy has rightly said that Antony Mair’s poetry ‘shines with warmth, acute 
observation and an understated but powerful originality.’ His new collection, Let the 
wounded speak, bears this out with poems about ‘ancestral guilt’, his childhood memories, 
his Catholic upbringing, his ‘cold’ father, the loss of love’s innocence (‘the way/ the past 
unspools on a screen parallel/with the present’). Many of his poems touch on political and 
social issues (on deportation, human trafficking, the slave trade, migrant labour, the 
homeless, the brutality of war and its aftermath) but his best poems, to my mind, are those in 
which homosexual love is celebrated: 

   Remember how it was? those early days, 
   flame-coloured, and the breathless waiting? 
   The world we’d known shrank to time’s dawn. 
   Like a child our love seized everything 
   and compressed it to a passion 
   that bound our bodies so close together 
   we made an alloy of our separate metals. 
                          
This tone is contrasted throughout the volume with the ruthlessness of the political arena as 
presented. Although there are poems about friends dying of AIDS, and poems concerning 
love affairs and betrayals, it is gentleness which is praised above all: 

   In those early days, love was a simple weave 
   with newly discovered threads. Your warp, my weft. 
   The days we spent together were a shuttle 
   moving from side to side, the time apart 
   an unseen beater tightening the knit. 
   The cloth we wove was strangely natural. 
 
‘Stay with me’, he says, and  
 
                                                     tomorrow 
   the sun will pour diamonds over the waves 
   and fish will leap silver into our nets. 



 
   Mario Petrucci’s new book is also about love—and its loss. The book should be read as a 
sequence which first lauds the ‘Beloved’ (the capital letter is bestowed by Petrucci) as ‘You’ 
(a capital again) only to find that slightly blasphemous ‘You’ becoming the diminutive ‘you’ 
when she walks out on him. As a reader I must say this came as a shock to me as did the 
beloved’s faithlessness (on reflection I don’t know  why, as the title is a bit of a giveaway) 
following such loving lines as ‘Our bed’s a cell to the world’s body, sweet-dark’, ‘your 
body/fresh with the world’, ‘from night’s lonely logic I woke/to your lovely breath – to our 
rhythm of breathing’, ‘near-pitch/in fervour each for the other’, ‘quicksilver words…decanted 
through whispers’. The trajectory of the narrative moves quickly from 
 
   your avian eyes wild with ocean 
   locked mine as we 
   shook with love 
 
   I too fire – 
   a stained dove flown 
   into that flame of myself 
 
to  
 
   you… have left for another man 
 
   that other man 
 
   again you finish with me to 
   soar unsated to him your 
   fluttering speck tan against gloom 
   disappearing… 
 
This borders on the bathetic, but seems more real for that in its impact, as if one doesn’t know 
whether to laugh or to cry. The poet contrasts himself with the husband in Federico Lorca’s 
poem ‘The Faithless Wife’ (the lover writing of ‘her canopy of hair was night larch I lost 
myself in’, ‘She was all fire all snow’), the tables turned, the husband oblivious to the 
adultery (unlike him), the lover proud of his ‘conquest’. It is a startling turn of events, and 
makes for a very good read.  
 
   Wendy Holborrow’s book is also taken up with love (for friends, family, the dying) and 
with political and social issues (war, the homeless, the exodus of migrants, the mad and their 
medicines) but not in a conventional style in the main. The poetic style is consciously  
‘disentangled, broken up & rearranged/in geometric form’ (the phrase is her own) using 
experimental syntax and typographical layout that can at times seem factitious, a type of 
concrete poetry almost with a dash of e e cummings’ visual tricks thrown in. Sometimes these 
gambits work, sometimes they don’t. The thinking, in her own words, is ‘poetry as sounds, 



hymns and rhythms, cadence of languages’, the fusion of sound and music taking precedence 
over meaning, and where (to borrow a phrase from Paul Valéry) ‘interruption, incoherence 
and surprise’ constitute the ‘ordinary conditions of our life.’ It is a poetry of gaps, almost like 
musical notation: 
 
    
   poetry is                         arc 
                                          hi 
                                          tect 
                                          ure 
 
   texture  
 
   b(are) b(ones)                     that connect 
   that shock                       shifting syntax 
 
   held            together                  tethered 
 
   by mortar 
 
 
There are experiments in the deployment of the virgule or solidus too, as in Apollinaire’s 
poetry: 
 
   sitting in a Taverna / waiting for my food & frappé // I felt your 
   aura / spectre / presence/(non) phantasm // you were sitting 
   across from me / smiling (not) / retinas cloudy like ouzo / a 
   glass of retsina in your hand /  
 
                                                  (from ‘A Ghost Of You’) 
 
I don’t find this very convincing, or original. Holborrow is much better when she rises to a 
traditional technical challenge such as in ‘Pantoum for the Dead’, or when she concentrates 
on the sharp image, what she calls ‘the bright nerve of colour’. She writes movingly of ‘the 
sagging scales of grief’ when ‘the surge of words/tumble/into space’, when words are ‘like 
embers of a dead fire in a grate’, and when she writes of domestic abuse (what she terms 
‘treading on eggshells’): ‘It was our fraught life, not our love, that was immiscible/cinching 
me in, inch by crushing inch’ (from ‘Iced Over’). There are fine poems on childhood, an 
elegy for her parents, visiting a hospice, a vignette of her dying father (‘His lungs a dry 
crackle,/his death quicker/than the last fall of leaves/that tremble,/dreading Autumn’), her 
fear of death, a portrait of a widow, and a very funny poem exploring the possibilities of such 
polysyllabic words as ‘Anthocyanin’, ‘Crytoscopophilia’, ‘Deipnosophist’, and 
‘Paraskevidekatriaphobia’. There are also three very fine poems paying homage to the 
Portuguese poet, Fernando Pessoa. 



 
 
   I have to point out that there is a terrible typo on the back cover of this book where the 
volume is referred to as Shpwrecked, which would suggest that the ship really has run 
aground. Luckily most of the poems survive the error of navigation, and steer us safely into 
harbour. 
 
   The most accomplished of the four books under review is Glyn Maxwell’s How The Hell 
Are You. The poems are well-crafted, thoughtful, and clever. There is an economy to them 
which I admire. There are no unnecessary metaphors or lush similes, everything is spare, cut 
to the bone, suitable to the bare landscapes he wishes to educe. The most significant poems in 
the volume are those which speculate about the future of artificial intelligence, what the blurb 
on the back cover calls (correctly) ‘an urgent take on the changing nature of human 
encounter’ with new technologies. The background to this is the extent to which machine 
learning can be taken—away from beating grand masters at chess and Go, to learning natural 
languages and composing poems (which some already have—in my research I came across 
one that wasn’t half bad!), developing the capacity for creative thinking and empathy. 
Maxwell finds this (rightly) disconcerting. His AI (Artificial Intelligence) poems consider the 
conditional world of software programming (‘if this, then that’), the binary-mathematical-
logical universe of ‘IIII is all/we hear then 0000 we recognise’), all our human ‘loops’ being 
closed by ubiquitous surveillance (as in Auden’s poem’s ‘The Unknown Citizen’ that 
critiques the vocabularies of spying and data collection which ultimately fail to capture what 
it is that makes us human.) Any ‘loops’ that have not been closed, the ‘machine’ informs us, 
are being surveyed minutely and amended. The programmer/robot says: ‘We are working on 
these changes//while you read. We are sorry. For we learned/of people like you’, that is 
people who have not been converted to the cause of technology, the disenfranchised (‘old 
fools with not a care’) who have been left behind, those who ‘Have kept their books/and 
kodaks/and turn them round with sadness’—all those who are stranded with their ‘old 
thinking.’  

   Several poems (‘Thinks It’s All There Is’ and ‘Love Sonnet Left Behind’) seem to combine 
the styles of William Empson (‘As far as I can see that’s everyone’—think of the tone of ‘It is 
the pain, it is the pain endures’) and John Berryman (‘I know for sure though it’s so long 
ago’—think of the tone of ‘The Song of the Tortured Girl’) as if the robot has learned some 
very intricate modern styles of composition, and is showing off, though at the very end of the 
volume we do feel sorry for ‘it’ (‘he’? ‘she’? ‘they’?). The cyborg bemoans ‘its’ grief, pain 
and loneliness much as HAL does at the end of Stanley Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space 
Odyssey:  

                             The maker was a he… 
   A woman didn’t make me, look at me. 
   A woman would have lifted me from this… 
                               and set me down in bliss. 
 



Men are cruel, unthinking, the ‘machine’ believes, but women know love and ‘many shades 
of mercy’. Love is the element which may save us, Maxwell believes, if it too turns out to be 
programmable.   
 
   We see the poet himself at times awaiting inspiration when ‘the blank page speaks’, filling 
‘the white silence’ with words, exploring the ambiguities of everyday expressions such as 
‘christ not again’ (even though here the devil is speaking), ‘how the hell are you’ (a friend 
greeting an old friend). Sometimes the language is very scandalous, shocking, blasphemous, 
as in the poem ‘Pasolini’s Satan’, though it is never as brutal as Pasolini’s own films (I’m 
thinking of his Salò particularly). There is a fine poem for Derek Walcott, a very clever poem 
of metaphysical conceits on the differences between life and art, some very moving love 
poems (‘Waking’ and ‘The Shudder’ especially), the poet ‘in search/with a lantern and a 
staff/in the dark’ for what matters as he approaches old age (‘you’re in Act Five/and five is 
all you get’). 

  The COVID virus crisis is also there: ‘Fall on the oldest first and in a frenzy/miss some, 
spare some, take some more’ (from ‘The Strain’), with some hope of a vaccine: ‘But when all 
its power was spent time came for it,/as time has come for everything that ever/tried its luck 
at this,//and led the strain away’. It was quite uplifting to come across this tone of 
hopefulness, and a recognition of the importance of science, albeit that that does seem 
somewhat compromised by the poet’s ‘take’ on the world of computing. 

   I found the shortest poems in the collection the most moving (‘Anniversary’, ‘Poem as 
Harbour’, ‘Song of Until’) but all the poems in the volume are of great interest and all are 
written with great skill. I agree with Maxwell’s own view (expressed in a letter to PN Review, 
September/October 1991) that ‘One does not have to read all the poems in a collection at a 
single setting. One does not have to read the poems in the order in which they happen to be 
presented. One does not have to read all the poems, and it is highly unlikely that one would 
enjoy them all’. I think this is very sensible advice, especially for a reviewer, and I would 
recommend it to readers of this volume particularly. As for the difference between machines 
and humans, I think it is rather like the contrast between prose and poetry, as Paul Valéry 
envisioned: it is the difference between walking and dancing. Sometimes you want to get 
from one place to another, to get from A to B, and sometimes you just want to celebrate—just 
for the hell, for the love of it. 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 



Anita Money 
 
Shanta Acharya: What Survives Is The Singing (Indigo Dreams Publishing, 2020) 
 
Shanta Acharya’s seventh poetry collection is dedicated to her mother for her 85th birthday. 
The four carefully chosen quotations on life from Dickinson, Rilke, Bishop and Brecht have a 
particular power, not unlike the refraction of light, able to amplify and alter vision so that 
they act as a subtle introduction to the collection. The title plays on Brecht’s lines ‘In the dark 
times/ Will there also be singing?/ Yes, there will also be singing/ About the dark times.’ The 
collection, with notes at the end to give context to some of the poems, presents a landscape 
characterized by the metaphysical and philosophical thinking that underpins Acharya’s view 
of life, yet grounded by a very practical awareness of the world and strong sense of irony. For 
someone familiar with her work, this landscape now feels deeper, more reflective, questions 
left open waiting for response. 
 
Her technique has always been low key with lines that have a natural speech rhythm, in-line 
rhymes and often the use of refrain, a familiar poetic device and a characteristic of ghazals. 
There is experimentation with different verse schemes and with the spacing of words 
(noticeably in a marathon of red images in ‘Infinity of Red’) but a predominant construction 
is that of two line verses, some that carry through and others that are end-stopped. Here are 
two examples from ‘In Silence’ and ‘The High Window’, the latter with a repeating refrain: 
 

When fate deals you a losing hand, play in silence. 
Luck favours those who mend themselves in silence.  

        -------- 
An act of kindness never goes unnoticed, 
The praise of prayer-wheels they say is heard from 
                                                               the high window. 
 
In life’s intricate game of snakes and ladders, 
winner takes it all, face against the sun framed in 
                                                               the high window. 

 
Acharya balances her informed understanding of the economic realities that drive politics and 
world affairs with a deep sense of human suffering, injustice and cruelty.  In this collection 
there are  four poems where she adopts the  persona of another woman to dramatize brutal 
experiences – that of rape, murder and female infanticide in ‘Can you Hear our Screams’; an 
honour killing in ‘Alesha’s Confession’;   genital mutilation in ‘Ambala’  and sexual 
exploitation  in ‘To Lose Everything’. In ‘Graffiti’ the speaker holds the hand of a dying boy 
who has been stabbed in retaliation. 

‘The Bull Fight’, introduced with a quote from Nietzsche ‘Man is the cruellest animal…’, 
arouses our   instinctive sympathy for the bulls and our admiration for the heroism, not of the 
matador, but of the bull. This sense of sympathy and identification extends to inanimate 



objects and in ‘Umbrella’, one that has been broken and set aside, takes on a feeling of 
rejection:  

Bent, broken, it skulked like a skeleton 
Behind the door – an extra, never chosen to feature 
centre stage, no opportunity to show off its strong,  
supple skin, open up, let itself take wings – 
 
be properly forgotten on a bus or train, 
venture into other people’s homes 
like its companion, the walking stick 
that went on expeditions far and near.   
 

Trying to come to terms with personal injustices, disappointments and existential anxiety find 
expression in a variety of poems: ‘Self Portrait’, ‘The Best is Yet to Be’, ‘Parallel Lives’, ‘All 
You Can Do’, ‘Just for Today’, ‘Where in the World Does One Find Happiness’(after Li Po).  
Acharya questions her sense of self or many selves and the feeling that she is an actor playing 
a part in a life that is not as she imagined, while also searching to find her true self – ‘There’s 
someone in the mirror smiling at me,/the image is mine but who is that person?’ 

In ‘Woodpecker’, ‘Spring in Kew Gardens’, ‘Parliament Hill’ and ‘The London Eye’ there is 
engagement with life outside her own preoccupations and she muses on history and locality. 
This connection with the natural world and life around her provides emotional light relief in 
the sound of birds, the sight of cherry blossom at the advent of Spring, children learning to 
fly kites ‘their feet barely touch the grass glinting in the light’ and an aerial view of London 
from a capsule.    
 
In ‘Home’ and ‘Exile’ you have a reoccurring theme with a dimension that goes beyond India 
as home and England a second home: it is a nostalgia for a different reality,  ‘rebirth,’  ‘a 
world elsewhere’ where one feels at home, free from disappointment and alienation. 

Home is not a country or postcode, 
more a state of mind, keeper of the map of my world – 
 
offering a hint of the distance between myself 
and the silence out there, the way life reaches 
 
for light, and rays leaning like ladders against the sky 
invest my journey with meaning. (Home) 
 

In the following lines from ‘Homecoming’ God is addressed:  

Don’t know why I presume you might listen 
more carefully to my entreaties in a foreign land? 
I am the one on holiday, not you – 



such are the limitations of the human mind. 
 

Talking to you, sharing my thoughts, I keep thinking 
you will respond, talk to me through your silence.’ 

 
The poem ends with: 

 
My loneliness has led me back to where I’d begun. 
I’ve nowhere else to go, don’t turn me away 
on another journey of self-discovery for I am done.   

 
Compare these lines with ‘The Art of Ageing’ where we are given a list of instructions on 
coping:  

Let the young and foolish fume and rage, 
Preserve your energy for life’s endless surprises. 

 
Followed by: 
 

When you pray no point in thanking the Lord 
for all the things He hasn’t done, or repenting 
for the things you have. If you haven’t been heard 
in all these years, do not take it personally. 
There may or may not be a reason for everything.   
Keep an open mind, but don’t be afraid to hold on 
to what you believe.  Develop a sense of the absurd.   
 

Both poems, humorous in different ways, have a serious message.  There is an ambiguity that 
reflects the mysterious and unpredictable reality of existence, the question of belief and the 
challenge of holding on to a belief against the odds of silence. 

Family and family bonds are another major theme and she sees interesting correspondences 
in the movement of rivers.  In ‘Relationships’ she speaks of  
  

daughter  mother  grandmother  great-grandmother 
linking us all the way back through time 
 
celebrating the journey    memories of places 
travelled   together  apart  shared 
 
flowing from the same glacier 
head of the soul mountain to a drop in the ocean… 

 



A slip of a stream growing into a river with tributaries becomes an image of motherhood in 
‘Find Your Level’: ‘The memory of her mother’s songs echoes / in her veins as she flows 
into the sea…’ 
 
What provides resolution is the recognition of her personal need to write and the human 
instinct for poetry. There are several poems on the subject: ‘Why Some People Read Poetry’ 
(after W.S Merwin), ‘Why Some People Write Poetry’ but also ‘Less is More’, ‘Not 
Knowing’, ‘The High Window’ and ‘Belonging’. In ‘Words’, she celebrates the creative 
impulse and sense of relief in finding the words to make a poem, hoping the poem will travel 
the world, connect with others: 
 

imagine your creations  rising like suns 
on the shores of continents of strangers,  
networks of neurons connecting the universe. 
The joy is all yours, nothing’s the same anymore – 
not the past, present, not even the future. 

 
The image of a river entering the sea and these lines of Acharya’s return me to the title of this 
collection and remind me of that famous line from Auden often misunderstood because 
pulled out of context: 
  

For poetry makes nothing happen, it survives 
In the valley of its making where executives 
Would never want to tamper, flows on south 
From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs, 
Raw towns that we believe and die in: it survives 
A way of happening, a mouth. 

 
The singing taken in its broadest sense is about the human capacity for suffering and 
celebration, for lifting the mortal spirit above desolation, and this life affirming capacity is 
what the poet voices on behalf of humanity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Patricia McCarthy 

Martyn Crucefix: Cargo of Limbs (Hercules Editions, 2019) 
 
This little, shiny, tactile book that would fit into your pocket is huge in concept and scope. 
The compulsive, single, universal poem, intercepted by film stills, perfectly captures the 
migrants’ terrible adventure for survival as they risk crossing the Channel in tiny boats. 
This is more, however, than a recording of our savage, cruel times; Crucefix’s lines skilfully 
compose a kind of palimpsest over Virgil’s Aeneid Book VI, making the two themes one, 
embracing all time and fixing what is happening now in a historical and philosophical 
perspective. The full colour stills from the  2019 documentary film, The Purple  Sea, directed 
by the Syrian filmmaker, Amel Alzakout, sit perfectly beside the poetic narrative, one genre 
enhancing the other in terms of impact and emotion. 
 
The language is as bare and unadorned as the subject matter and is all the more haunting for 
this, and the lack of punctuation throughout adds to the desperation, making the lines seem 
chopped up like the lives involved, and the sea itself. 
 
Dim figures, shapes, shadows ‘crossing the liminal/ places of the homeless’, and ghosts ‘in 
scant light’, only semi-defined,  recur,  as ‘the fight with death/ in lemon torchlight’ persists, 
‘eyeing sleep as a friend// though it resembles death’. Blood abounds – the ‘dark places of 
blood-/ blackened water’, ‘some insane / blood spills like ribbons// trails through a mother’s 
hair’ – everything is fluid and tinged with the echoing ‘blue black’.  Carefully chosen 
concrete details sharpen the focus and draw the reader in to experience what is almost 
unbearable on every page: 
 
      Grief grieving  her 
 child’s butchered parts 
this wearing one trainer 
these familiar rags 
 
of neatly sewn clothes 
 
The fact that the clothes are ‘neatly sewn’ points poignantly to the fact that some proud, 
dignified woman’s family life was lived before this ordeal. 
 
The horror is further highlighted  by pinpointing the helplessness of old age: ‘Old Age 
scarcely able/ forced at gunpoint/ a pink nightdress hurried/ under tarpaulins on flat-//bed 
trucks’. The rare glimpse of longing is ‘no more firm than smoke’s/ shape-shifting shadow-
/quick squeals and siren/songs of better lives’. The unshaven guardian of the crossing has 
‘eyes illegible/ / and fearful as the waves/that ramp and cream beyond him’ although he is 
perhaps a sailor who has ‘punted flat-bottoms/ tugged outboards set sails, ‘that ambiguous 
flame/ in his eye a threadbare wrap across his shoulders’. He is no Charon, nor is the Channel 
the river Styx. 
 
I am quoting too much but you can see how mesmeric the poem is as it almost turns the 
reader into one of the desperately suffering migrants. The narrative fulfils a moral social 
awareness and creates total empathy for those involved. 
 



At times, even Gerard Manley Hopkins’ ‘Wreck of the Deutschland’ is indirectly recalled – 
though there is no rescuing God here – amongst  the ‘throng of flakes and clods’ – the 
movement and panic of it all in ‘the night’s mad scuffling’, until finally ‘their sullen 
boatman//elects one but not another’, ‘rescues as he condemns’, and this becomes the huge 
ironic moral question around which the whole poem revolves, causing the camera-man, 
Andras, who is the narrator, to conclude indignantly and furiously: 
 
Say by what rule 
by what moral right 
 
does any man here let 
some pass and some pushed 
back into the night 
no less fraught than 
 
the cold and lethal waters 
those others scrum 
to risk their lives upon… 
 
The articulate and probing prose passages before and after (the Afterword is by Martyn 
Crucefix himself) the poem enlighten the reader further, and demonstrate the technical, 
intellectual mastery of the whole, showing the subtle detailed links (the palimpsest) between 
Virgil and Crucefix – I will leave these for the reader to discover. 
 
All in all, no reader can be the same after experiencing this book, Cargo of Limbs, because 
he/she will know intimately what it is to be one of the outcast victims. It is a vital read. 
 
 



 


