
All the Names Given 
by Raymond Antrobus 
 

 
 
Raymond Antrobus MBE FRSL was born in London, Hackney to an English mother and 
Jamaican father. In 2019 he became the first ever poet to be awarded the Rathbone Folio 
Prize for best work of literature in any genre. Other accolades include the Ted Hughes 
award, PBS Winter Choice, A Sunday Times Young Writer of the year award, Somerset 
Maugham Award and the Guardian Poetry Book Of The Year 2018, as well as a shortlist for 
The Griffin Prize and Forward Prize. In 2018 he was awarded The Geoffrey Dearmer Prize, 
(judged by Ocean Vuong), for his poem 'Sound Machine'. Also in 2019 and 2021 his poems 
(‘Jamaican British’, ‘The Perseverance’ and ‘Happy Birthday Moon’) were added to the UK’s 
GCSE syllabus. He is the recipient of fellowships from Cave Canem, Complete Works 3, 
Jerwood Compton and the Royal Society of Literature. He is also one of the world's first 
recipients of an MA in Spoken Word education from Goldsmiths University. He is an 
advocate for several D/deaf charities including ‘Deaf Kidz International’ and ‘National Deaf 
Children’s Society’.   
 
 
Reviews 

‘Raymond Antrobus’s second collection, All the Names Given (Picador), builds on themes in 
his award-winning debut, The Perseverance, including meditations on the d/Deaf 
experience. In this book, Antrobus brings history to bear on the present through references 
to poets ranging from William Blake to Kamau Braithwaite, exploring love, marriage and 
brotherhood, as well as colonial inheritance, racism, ableism and intergenerational trauma. 
In “Plantation Paint”, Antrobus responds to “Plantation Burial”, an artwork by the 19th-
century painter John Antrobus, and wonders how one might make sense of a surname “so 
anciently English that it has become foreign to itself”. The speaker asks: “Tell me if I’m closer 
/ to the white painter / with my name than I am / to the black preacher, / his hands wide to 
the sky, / the mahogany rot / of heaven”. These lyric poems are also linguistically 



innovative, spanning standard English, Jamaican patois and British sign language … Moving 
deftly between tenderness and violence, hope and grief, praise and lament, this is a deeply 
evocative collection that will linger in the reader’s mind.’ - Mary Jean Chan, The Guardian 
 
‘All the Names Given is a meditation on communication: not only on what is communicated, 
but also how. Whether using his text as spoken word, gesture, or image, Antrobus blends 
these lines of communication into a seamless flow of poetry, investigating racial and cultural 
identities, familial relationships, and the spaces of silence among language. 

Identity, in all its complexities, is explored in this collection, with silence itself becoming a 
pillar in that construction. That silence is investigated by the [Caption Poems], which are 
spaced throughout the collection and give a textual voice to the moments between poems. 
Formally inventive, these pieces bring to the fore precise silences which so often fall 
between the gaps of reader recognition.’ - Beth Cochrane, The Skinny 

 
 The Acceptance 
  
Dad’s house stands again, four years  
after being demolished. I walk in.  
He lies in bed, licks his rolling paper,  
and when I ask Where have you been?  
We buried you. He says I know, 
 
I know. I lean into his smoke, tell him  
I went back to Jamaica. I met your brothers.  
Losing you made me need them. He says  
something I don’t hear. What? Moving lips,  
no sound. I shake my head. He frowns. 
 
Disappears. I wake in the hotel room,  
heart drumming. I get up slowly, the floor  
is wet. I wade into the bathroom,  
my father standing by the sink, all the taps  
running. He laughs and takes 
 
my hand, squeezes, his ring  
digs into my flesh. I open my eyes again.  
I’m by a river, a shimmering sheet  
of green marble. Red ants crawl up  
an oak tree’s flaking bark. My hands 
 
are cold mud. I follow the tall grass  
by the riverbank, the song, my deaf Orisha  
of music, Oshun, in brass bracelets and earrings,  
bathes my father in a white dress. I wave. Hey!  
She keeps singing. The dress turns the river 



 
gold and there’s my father surfacing.  
He holds a white and green drum. I watch him  
climb out the water, drip towards Oshun.  
They embrace. My father beats his drum.  
With shining hands, she signs: Welcome. 
 
[Illustration of sign for ‘Welcome’ in BSL] 
  
 
 Text and Image 
 
Tabitha; y haven’t u told me u luv me  
Raymond; I’m literally writing you love poems 
 
you’re trying to send me a portrait  
of a lady on fire but the link won’t load 
 
so I don’t know what it shows  
and you’re in the cinema rustling 
 
in the dark and we think we aren’t  
doing things the old way, our marriage 
 
is new age, no more you complete me crap,  
have your own life and I have my life 
 
and it’s tricky and easy while we’re doing  
long distance but how can I show you 
 
my love is unfolding if my words  
can’t reach you glowing and wild?  
 
 
 Horror Scene as Black English Royal (Captioned) 
 
One night, in the shower, you look at your hands and they are  
your great-great-great Grandfather’s owner’s hands. They are  
leaning on the walls of his boiling house 
 
  [sound of camp fires] 
 
Your feet are the whitest sugar and you don’t know where to  
step or what you’re really holding when you sneak into your  
Grandmother’s bedroom, her jewels hanging by the mirror 
 
  [sound of secret room] 



 
Is all of this what your great-great-great-Grandfather would have  
thrown you overboard for? Does it matter? Does your blood have  
to make all this old centurion noise? 
 
  [sound of fractures] 
 
You won’t strain to hear who or what is at the bottom of the ocean.  
What ship will turn, sink, rot burn, your mouth when you speak  
your reparation receipts? 
 
  [sound of sinking] 
 
Your tongue tasting the iron bit, the River Nile, the Gulf Coast,  
the Thames, the Abeng horn. When you cry, what rhythm, the  
crown? What is this sound, erupting from the whitest black blood  
in the land? 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 Is dream-within-a-dream of ‘The Acceptance’ a one off, or a recurring dream do you 
think? What is being accepted here? 

 More details about Oshun https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oshun - this is another river 
god poem (read Kayo Chingonyi’s poem ‘Nyaminyami’ alongside.) Who is the 
goddess of your local river? What poems have been written to them? If you can’t 
find any, what powers or stories of theirs should be celebrated in a poem? 

 Can marital bickering (of the sort illustrated in the first couplet of ‘Text and Image’) 
be resolved by the writing of poems to each other? Would you rather receive an 
apology or a poem? What other poems or works of art are written from one spouse 
to another? If you were the partner in question, would you want the poem-novel-
play etc made public or kept private? Would you advise a friend to marry a writer? 

 What is ‘this old centurion noise’ in ‘Horror Scene as Black English Royal 
(Captioned)’? An Abeng horn is used to impart important news 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abeng What news does this poem impart? 

 What BSL do you know? Teach yourself a sign or two here - https://www.british-
sign.co.uk/  

 
Other books by Raymond Antrobus 
 
The Perseverance (Penned in the Margins, 2018) 
To Sweeten Bitter (Out-Spoken Press, 2017) 
Shapes & Disfigurements (Burning Eye, 2012) 
 
 
 



If you liked Raymond Antrobus, try … 
 

 Benjamin Zephaniah 
 Ilya Kaminsky 
 Rachel Long 

 
Raymond Antrobus online 
 
www.raymondantrobus.com 
 



A Blood Condition 
by Kayo Chingonyi 
 

 
 
 
Kayo Chingonyi was born in Zambia in 1987, and moved to the UK at the age of six. He is the 
author of two pamphlets and a fellow of the Complete Works programme for diversity and 
quality in British Poetry. In 2012, he was awarded a Geoffrey Dearmer Prize, and was 
Associate Poet at the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) in 2015. His first full-length 
collection, Kumukanda, won the Dylan Thomas Prize and a Somerset Maugham Award and 
was shortlisted for the Costa Poetry Prize. It was also shortlisted for the Seamus Heaney 
Centre First Poetry Collection Prize, the Ted Hughes Award for New Work in Poetry, the 
Roehampton Poetry Prize and the Jhalak Prize. Kayo was a Burgess Fellow at the Centre for 
New Writing, University of Manchester before joining Durham University as Assistant 
Professor of Creative Writing. He is a writer and presenter for the music and culture podcast 
Decode on Spotify. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘Chingonyi's poetic voice finds its full-throated maturity... Deep introspection becomes the 
vulnerable and brave heart of the book, rendered into jewel-like poems in ‘Origin Myth’... 
An elegantly spare, cathartic and poignant but never indulgent collection that invites 
repeated reading’ - Dzifa Benson, Telegraph 
 
‘A Blood Condition has a dignity that honours the past without indulging in any overflow of 
personal feeling. Dignity is an interesting quality in a writer - it cannot be faked without 
presenting as pomposity. Chingonyi's authentic, reined-in passions are stirring... Chingonyi's 
poems grow out of gaps, out of the moments when nothing more can be done. The dead 



cannot be recovered, time cannot be reclaimed, the damage to the river is likely to be 
permanent, but a poem can be written and take its quietly powerful stand’ - Kate Kellaway, 
Observer 
 
‘A deep thread of loss runs through these poems, and an attempt to reintegrate a past that 
spans Zambia, Newcastle and London... These fine poems weigh their sorrows carefully, 
reminding us how best we might "carry a well of myth / in the pit of our pith"’ - Aingeal 
Clare, Guardian 
 
 Nyaminyami: ‘water can crash and water can flow’ 
 
who gave them    licence    to live    here  
who brought them    succour   refuge  
what gave them     the right  
to come between    this centuries-old    love  
what do they know    of love  
who have not loved    outside    human time  
this wall they built     in all their wisdom  
can only delay    our union  
those    who know water    know  
eventually water will pass through  
even    the smallest gap    in what appears  
to the human eye    to be    a solid mass 
 
 16 Bars for the Bits 
 
The old men who meet at the same time each evening  
the youngers get bladdered and stagger; the heaving  
the chatter of pigeons emboldened while feeding  
and towers that balance at heights beyond reason  
a beacon for dreamers and schemers and heathens  
you can find angels behaving like demons  
in ends where the rents seem to change with the seasons  
and murder rates rise when the temperature’s peaking  
friends changing tack interrupted while speaking  
students in packs only back for the weekend 
the steadfast who waited and think about leaving  
the homeless in parks making bargains with breathing  
the lights in the dark guide you home and you’re sleeping  
or tossing and turning or scratching and wheezing  
or thinking all night through the secrets you’re keeping  
and all this can come in the space of an evening 
  
  
 
 
 



 
 Origin Myth 
  
 
Sired somewhere in the Congo basin  
yet how it grew to populate the earth  
teaching us the story of mutation  
is the story that attends the very birth  
of our kind, the tenuous nature of our worth.  
Is it any wonder the road seems so unsteady?  
Millions lost to veering paths already. 
 
For those who came before me, a libation!  
I conjure you as though we sat around a hearth  
when I walk it’s your shadow I’m chasing.  
Next to my skin I still carry the hurt  
finely woven as a cambric shirt  
from before akashishi* took so many:  
1920, nine years before Nellie. 
 
* The Bemba phrase ‘Bamalwele ya akashishi’ means ‘Those who suffer from the 
germ/virus’. 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 More details about Nyaminyami https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nyami_Nyami Is this a 
story you knew? Is this an ecological poem? 

 ‘Those who know water know eventually water will pass through even the smallest 
gap in what appears to the human eye to be a solid mass’ – is this a proverb? Is it a 
newly invented proverb? At what point does a story or myth become a proverb? 

 Is ’16 Bars’ a fast or slow poem? What is speedy, what is timeless about it? 
 More background to the ‘Blood Condition’ of the book’s title here 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2021/may/11/a-blood-condition-by-kayo-
chingonyi-review-deep-subtle-grace What origins does the poem ‘Origin Myth’ 
explore? 

 ‘Origin Myth’ is a poem of the AIDS pandemic. When is the right time to make art 
about the Covid pandemic? What might you have read / seen / experienced already, 
and what has been its effect on you? 

 
 
Other books by Kayo Chingonyi 
 
Kumukanda (Chatto & Windus, 2017) 
 
 



 
If you liked Kayo Chingonyi, try … 
 

 Caleb Femi 
 Victoria Adukwei Bulley 
 Dai George 

 
Kayo Chingonyi online 
 
www.kayochingonyi.com 
 



Men Who Feed Pigeons 
by Selima Hill 
 

 
 
Selima Hill grew up in a family of painters in farms in England and Wales, and has lived in 
Dorset for the past 40 years. She received a Cholmondeley Award in 1986, and was a Royal 
Literary Fund Fellow at Exeter University in 2003-06. She won first prize in the Arvon 
International Poetry Competition with part of The Accumulation of Small Acts of Kindness 
(1989), one of several extended sequences in Gloria: Selected Poems (Bloodaxe Books, 
2008). Her most recent collections from Bloodaxe are The Hat (2008); Fruitcake (2009); 
People Who Like Meatballs (2012), shortlisted for both the Forward Poetry Prize and the 
Costa Poetry Award; The Sparkling Jewel of Naturism (2014); Jutland (2015), a Poetry Book 
Society Special Commendation which was shortlisted for the 2015 T.S. Eliot Prize and was 
earlier shortlisted for the Roehampton Poetry Prize; The Magnitude of My Sublime Existence 
(2016), shortlisted for the Roehampton Poetry Prize 2017; Splash like Jesus (2017); and I 
May Be Stupid But I'm Not That Stupid (2019). Men Who Feed Pigeons is her 20th collection 
of poetry. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘Like the authors of the classical epigrams that are these poems’ ultimate model, Hill uses a 
spare, brief span that can give gravity to light matters as well as supporting the weightiest. 
Hill’s poems, however small, feel complete.’ – William Wootten, Literary Review 
 
‘Born in 1945, Hill might be the heir to Stevie Smith: both are wholly original voices who pay 
no heed to anyone else’s idea of what a poem should be; funny writers whose humour can 
leave the reader startled, puzzled or uneasy as often as amused.’ – Tristram Fane Saunders, 
The Telegraph 
 



‘Despite their brevity, and their role in the larger narrative, these poems are far from 
fragmentary, being tightly self-contained, whilst also articulating with one another within 
the collection’s wider scope… Overall, this is a remarkable collection, demanding 
considerable revisiting, and it is set to pierce very deeply.’ – Beth McDonough, Dundee 
University Review of the Arts 
 
  
Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro 
 

I ask too many questions, 
why’s the orange orange, what’s that noise, 
who is Offa, how can it be shown 
flamingo lilies purify the air? 
Who called Kilimanjaro Kilimanjaro, 
which is worse, jealousy or envy, 
does he agree with the so-called Moral Relativists 
 
that what is right for some is wrong for others 
and why do drag queens seem to love the 50s –  
mackintoshes, shampoo and sets? 
And, by the time I ask him if the doctor 
has mentioned blepharitis, he’s asleep. 
His eyes, already small, look even smaller, 
defeated, like two pigs in a poke. 

 
  
The Doctor 
 
From up high in the branches like a hunter 
I watch the so-called Doctor in his gardening gloves 
examining his disappointing gooseberry bushes. 
Does he have a different way of touching? 
A way of touching that is barely human, 
a way of touching how a fish might touch? 
His fingers when he passes me my medicine 
are scrubbed so clean they feel like the lips 
of bony fish in mourning for their ocean. 
But what is the opinion of his patients? 
And does he even have any patients? 
Is he or isn’t he a doctor? 
And, after my ordeal, does he know 
that all I got was one propelling pencil? 

  
 



Summertime 
 
You paint all night. At dawn you stand up 
and start the long cold walk to the hospital. 
 
You haven’t seen your family for years. 
You haven’t even told them where you live. 
 
You live so far away that, for them, 
when it’s winter here, for them it’s summertime. 

 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 ‘Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro’ is from a sequence of poems called ‘Billy’ 
relating to a friendship between a man and a woman. What’s the nature of the 
friendship in the poem? 

 Is ‘Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro, Kilimanjaro’ a sonnet? 
 Who is high up in the branches in ‘The Doctor’? A child or an adult? What difference 

does the imagined age of this character make to your understanding of the poem? 
 Why gooseberry bushes, why not currant bushes or raspberry canes? Is the myth of 

babies being born under gooseberry bushes relevant to a reading of the poem? 
 ‘Summertime’ is the last poem in a book of c300 poems. What do you think it might 

be summing up, or concluding? Or is it a poem that invites the creation of another 
300 poems? 

 
Other books by Selima Hill 

Trembling Hearts in the Bodies of Dogs: New and Selected Poems (Bloodaxe Books, 1994) 
Gloria: Selected Poems (Bloodaxe Books, 2008) 
Splash Like Jesus (Bloodaxe Books, 2016) 
 
 
 
If you liked Selima Hill, try … 
 

 Jen Hadfield 
 Emily Berry 
 Mark Waldron 

 
Selima Hill online 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Selima_Hill 



Eat or We Both Starve 
by Victoria Kennefick 
 

 
 
Victoria Kennefick is a poet, writer and teacher from Shanagarry, Co. Cork now based in Co. 
Kerry. Her pamphlet, White Whale (Southword Editions, 2015), won the Munster Literature 
Centre Fool for Poetry Chapbook Competition and the Saboteur Award for Best Poetry 
Pamphlet. Her work has appeared in Poetry, The Poetry Review, PN Review, Poetry Ireland 
Review, The Stinging Fly, Poetry News, Prelude, Copper Nickel, The Irish Times, Ambit, bath 
magg, Banshee and elsewhere. She won the 2013 Red Line Book Festival Poetry Prize and 
many of her poems have also been anthologised and broadcast on national radio stations. A 
recipient of a Next Generation Artist Award from the Arts Council of Ireland, she has 
received bursaries from Kerry County Council and Words Ireland. She is a co-host of the 
Unlaunched Books Podcast and is on the committee of Listowel Writers’ Week, Ireland’s 
longest-running literary festival. Victoria holds a doctorate in English from University College 
Cork and studied at Emory University and Georgia College and State University as part of a 
Fulbright Scholarship. Her research on the short stories of Flannery O’Connor and Frank 
O’Connor was also funded by an IRCHSS Scholarship and a MARBL Fellowship. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘Victoria Kennefick writes with a fresh urgency, giving us poems that are honest and 
fearless. She once said: "Poetry has saved my life, made my life. Reading and writing it have 
taught me bravery and discipline." Kennefick is unafraid to explore bereavement, sex and 
the female body in her poetry. She writes with a visceral originality. Her poems are rich with 
physical sensations. She is able to find beauty in the big subjects like sorrow and desire, 
offering us the finest, most startling details. Her identity as a young Irish woman is hugely 
important to her, something she explores with intelligence and candour. I have always felt 
there is nothing Victoria could not tackle. The scope in her work is exhilarating.’  - Rebecca 
Goss 



 
Complex, challenging, and deeply-felt, Eat or We Both Starve is a tour-de-force. Though 
some of Kennefick’s subjects are frequently explored in poetry – grief, loss of innocence, 
self-worth – her poems draw on a palette that feels entirely new. In her work, the body 
itself is not a safe space: digestion, hunger and any physical needs become dangerous. In 
“Anaemia”, hunger creates “My head / a barking dog; rabid, it drools.” Imagery of food and 
hunger pervades the collection, including a series of poems depicting the hunger strikes of 
saints, and ending with the author’s own “hunger strike”, as well as poems about the allure 
and danger of meat, the mother’s body as a site of cannibalism, and the ways in which a 
woman’s body is seen by the Catholic church. Though this collection is so visceral that it at 
times becomes difficult to read, Kennefick writes with great care and imagination: the craft 
and consideration given to each poem is obvious, and the themes never feel overwrought or 
bathetic. This is a delicate balancing act, especially when looking at the female body as a site 
of so much emotion and so much trauma, as in “January,” where, “Emptying myself / of all 
things ripe / and wanton, I am winter grass” or “Alternative Medicine”, in which the narrator 
describes confessing “that food squirms as if alive with maggots, / that I have shut my 
mouth to everything but words.” - Rosamund, Good Reads 
 
 
Swimming Lesson 
 
the day I almost drowned  
mother pulled me out  
of the ocean by my hair  
 
the world blurry with seawater  
air wet and my lips blue without  
I was not sure  
 
I was alive – my eight-year-old  
chest tight and sore  
it surprised me  
 
how quick  
the surrender  
underwater  
 
I could see myself  
a baby in a bubble  
ultrasound  
 
the bubble simmered  
a tiny heart pulsed  
in and out like a wave  
 
it didn’t count  
that sun once baked my skin  



to contentment 
 
that I liked cats or yellow jumpers  
stitches prepared  
to unravel  
 
start again – I resurfaced on sand  
little sister knelt beside me  
father called my name  
 
wanting to die  
salty droplets  
trembled on my skin 
  
Selfie 
 
Sitting alone in the house eating  
my fingernails/watching the sky  
move away. The room is full/versions of me  
crouching on the floor/balancing on the windowsill/  
reclining on the pout of my lower lip/  
asleep in the crease of my eyelid.  
Not alone/with myself/A snare /I have been  
running from    I do not live  
the way humans are supposed to,  
compare my face to others you know.  
I fall short/an embarrassing fringe/No matter  
what face I try on         it’s exhausting.  
All versions shake our heads.  
There is much to do/until we think we are not  
What We Are: Victoria(s). I see  
those letters written on envelopes I know  
are for me                    because of the shape  
of that word/that greedy V –  
its two arms open wide/ready  
to accept anything.  
 
Diet 
 
In the hospital, my father ate tubs of high-calorie  
strawberry-flavoured meal-replacement.  
Occasionally, vanilla. Sometimes, they brought  
meals under plastic covers with stewed tea.  
The whole ward a nightmare of hard-boiled eggs  
and jelly. He would have starved  
were we not on-call to lift up his head in our hands,  
talk nonsense, distract him from the truth  



of how he was living. With his eyes shut, he opened  
his mouth a little, so we fed him with tiny spoons.  
How could he eat it, this gloopy mass,  
sliming the carton? In truth, I fell out of love with food  
because my father did. It was summer, I remember.  
I wanted to pick life from trees, wellness from bushes,  
huge bunches of health from the garden and hold them  
to his lips so he could taste sun, air, light, his life  
still throbbing in my veins. But everything died  
when I brought it inside that room. Still  
I marvel how death turned me too to bone 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 What do you think of the sparsity of ‘Swimming Lesson’ on the page – the short 
lines, white space, lack of punctuation and capital letters? Is it a fitting form for the 
subject of the poem? 

 What is being learned, other than how to swim, in this poem? 
 Are you – or your friends or relations – selfie-takers? Do you recognise pressures 

explored in the poem ‘Selfie’? 
 What’s the relationship between the selfies and the envelopes in the poem? 
 What does that one word title mean to you, ‘Diet’? Is it a powerful or a neutral word 

to you? What about to the speaker of the poem?  
 
Other books by Victoria Kennefick 
 
White Whale (Southword Editions, 2015) 
 
If you liked Victoria Kennefick, try … 
 

 Tiffany Atkinson 
 Gail McConnell 
 Warsan Shire 

 
Victoria Kennefick online 
 
www.victoriakennefick.com 



The Kids 
by Hannah Lowe 
 

 
 
 
Hannah Lowe is a poet, memoirist and academic. Her first poetry collection Chick (Bloodaxe, 
2013) won the Michael Murphy Memorial Award for Best First Collection. In September 
2014, she was named as one of 20 Next Generation poets.  Her family memoir Long Time, 
No See (Periscope, 2015) featured as Radio 4’s Book of the Week. Her second collection, 
Chan, is published by Bloodaxe. (2016). She has also published four chapbooks: The Hitcher 
(Rialto 2012); R x (sine wave peak 2013); and Ormonde (Hercules Editions 2014) and The 
Neighbourhood (Outspoken Press, 2019). She is currently working on a fifth chapbook for 
Hercules Editions about the old Chinatown at Limehouse. She undertook her AHRC-funded 
PhD in Creative Writing at Newcastle University, and now lectures in Creative Writing at 
Brunel University. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘The poems in The Kids fizz and chat with all the vitality and longing of the classes they 
conjure. Funny, moving, sometimes painful and always questioning, they capture teachers 
and their students learning life from each other in profound and unexpected ways. A joy to 
read.’ – Liz Berry 
 
‘These sequences of stories are a refreshing update to The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie and To 
Sir with Love. Each of Lowe’s sonnets is a blackboard chalked with the tales of earnest 
teachers, of cheeky and lovable students, of being mentored to become a poet and of 
motherhood and learning to instruct again. Lowe makes the sonnet exciting for our age 
through its urgent, its compassionate, its wonderfully humorous address of the personal 
and the social.’ – Daljit Nagra 
 
  
 



 
Mr Presley  
   
Teachers’ first names were secrets. I knew them all.  
Miss Crane was Lynda. Mrs Kumachi, Rose.  
And my teacher, Mr Polly, was plain old Paul.  
So why one day I called him Uncle, and worse,  
Uncle Paul, is anyone’s guess. The words  
just slithered from my lips like a half-sucked sweet  
while my classmates sniggered and I heard  
that laughter squeeze around me like a trap net 
 
or a draw-string sack. But why, the next week  
did Mr Polly take his scissors, and raise  
my plait to its jaws? For whose benefit,  
for whose applause? I could feel the silver blades  
and his hot chortling breath on the back of my neck  
as the kids around me chanted do it do it! 
  
 Love 
 
Love was the boy I broke up with years ago.  
He lived on a grey estate in Upton Heights.  
He bought me tins of cider and Marlboro Lights  
and sometimes carved my name in fried potatoes  
spelled out on my plate. One night he led me  
through the streets, past moonlit maisonettes  
and tower blocks, to dawn on Wanstead Flats  
and as though I were a bride, he made a bed – 
 
his jacket on the grass, and swans in the marshes  
white as the pills we swallowed down with lager,  
our bodies pressing tight as a new book’s pages –  
his T-shirt, his hands, his sweat, his tongue, the tower  
windows’ blinking lights, the lifting sun,  
the body doing what it hadn’t done. 
 
 The Unretained 
  
What happened in the end to Luke? So clever,  
     so always utterly stoned he walked like weights  
           were in his trainers, until his massive ‘biftas’  
               put voices in his head that made him late,  
                    then didn’t let him out at all. And what  
               about Amal, who slept on strangers’ sofas,  
     pyjamas in her rucksack, eating Kit Kats  
for her breakfast? From joker-in-the-corner  



     to never-answered phone, to mates-of-mates  
          who may or may have not had seen her? What happened  
          to Eliot who went to Feltham? And Martha,  
               five-months-pregnant, quitting for her boyfriend  
          and a flat, my cautions drifting off her  
     like confetti as she strutted through the gates? 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 Is ‘Mr Presley’ a poem which passes judgement? 
 Did you notice the swans in ‘Love’? What role do they play in the poem? 
 ‘The Unretained’ is the only sonnet in this book of sonnets which doesn’t have a 

strict left-aligned margin. Why does this wavy margin do to your understanding of 
the poem? 

 Would this poem work as a teacher recruitment advert? 
 What is the relationship of a teacher to his or her past students? Who are the 

teachers of your past, who – perhaps - are the students? How does this relationship 
change as you get older? 

 
Other books by Hannah Lowe 
 
Chan (Bloodaxe Books, 2016) 
Chick (Bloodaxe Books, 2013) 
 
If you liked Hannah Lowe, try … 
 

 Mimi Khalvati 
 Jacqueline Saphra 
 Liz Berry 

 
Hannah Lowe online 
 
www.hannahlowe.me 
 



Ransom 
by Michael Symmons Roberts 
 

 
 
Michael Symmons Roberts was born in 1963 in Preston, Lancashire. His poetry has won the 
Forward Prize, the Whitbread Poetry Award, and been shortlisted for the Griffin 
International Poetry Prize and the T. S. Eliot Prize. He has received major awards from the 
Arts Council and the Society of Authors. His continuing collaboration with composer James 
MacMillan has led to two BBC Proms choral commissions, song cycles, music theatre works 
and operas for the Royal Opera House, Scottish Opera, Boston Lyric Opera and Welsh 
National Opera. Their WNO commission – ‘The Sacrifice’ – won the RPS Award for opera, 
and their Royal Opera House / Scottish Opera commission - 'Clemency' - was nominated for 
an Olivier Award. He has published two novels, and is Professor of Poetry at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. 

 
Reviews 
 
Ransom, the new collection from Michael Symmons Roberts, is an intense and vivid 
exploration of liberty and limit, of what it means to be alive, and searches for the possibility 
of hope in a fallen, wounded world. The poems in Ransom display all the lyrical beauty and 
metaphysical ambition for which his work is acclaimed, but with a new urgency, a ragged 
edge to what the Independent described as his 'dazzling elegance'. At the heart of this new 
book are three powerful sequences - one set in occupied Paris, one an elegy for his father, 
and one a meditation on gratitude - that work at the edges of belief and doubt, both 
mystical and philosophical. The idea of 'ransom' is turned and turned again, poem by poem, 
seen through the lenses of personal grief and loss, cinematic scenes of kidnap and release, 
narratives of incarnation and atonement. This is a profound and timely book from one of 
our finest poets. (Cape) 
 



‘For me, the high spot of the Michael Symmons Roberts collection Ransom is the central 
sequence “Vingt Regards” which, the end notes explain, is based on a set of twenty piano 
pieces by Olivier Messiaen entitled Vingt Regards sur L’Enfant-Jésus. The idea of Jesus as 
Redeemer of the World clearly links with the book’s title and overall theme of rescue and 
release from various kinds of bondage; but the sequence underlines this connection by 
drawing on the fact that Messiaen composed the music in Paris in 1944, both during the 
occupation and after the liberation. On top of this, the poems also make use of the 
knowledge that the classic film Les Enfants du Paradis was being made in Paris at the same 
time. This background gives the whole sequence a very satisfying coherence and texture — 
even if the reader is unfamiliar with the music which has inspired it.’ - Thomas Ovans, 
London Grip 
 
 
 
 SONG FOR A SIGN-WALKER 
 
Life and love are all about water  
or so says the top line of a placard  
hand-painted by a rough sleeper whose path  
I cross twice in the same afternoon. 
There’s a screed of text below, 
but no one reads beyond his opening salvo.  
 
He’s trying to catch my eye so I keep 
my head down, stare at my shoes, 
guided by flagstones, road markings, hunch.  
His line’s not wrong, save by omission, 
I tell myself the last words of his sign 
will be unconditional love not endless fire.  
 
When I look up, we’re decades on 
– crazy fashions, car-less roads, skyscrapers  
slim as lift-shafts – but our faces are as was,  
mask and giveaway, same cares and passions.  
Rivers have risen to meet us. 
Forgive me if I have misunderstood.  
 
  HELD TO  
 
No matter how early I woke up 
there was a bowl of figs, dates, damsons  
from the lavish gardens, a bag 
of butcher’s cuts alongside: 
a cherry of blood in its toe. 
All lawns cut, watered, 
roses dead-headed.  
 



The three-legged mastiff, silent, ancient –  
don’t touch him, he is here for your protection –  
sleeps long days in the shade-grid of his cage.  
 
I don’t know how the gates work. 
There’s a buzz I mistake for a wasp  
whenever the cameras tilt 
their gargoyle-faces to follow a tic.  
Otherwise too quiet, just  
a lizard held by its own voltage 
halfway up a wall of flaking heaven-blue,  
kitchen with its slow tornado of houseflies.  
 
The old set just plays DVDs, 
a trilogy, Godfather 1, 2, 3, is all. 
I know the scripts off-pat. 
One night, in storms, 
as the bodies were hanging 
out of shot-up cars, 
the picture scrambled into shash  
and a figure danced through it –  
a love song in a blizzard,  
fugitive signal briefly caught –  
then it cut back to the scene  
with a horse-head in the bed.  
 
Doors, French windows, all unlocked. 
What is the transaction here? 
One evening I walked up to the master gate,  
pushed and it opened. 
So I pulled it shut again. 
Later that night I heard distant music,  
celebrations of a kind.  
I am trying to piece it all together 
from the decor, picture, books they keep.  
The flies are driving me insane.  
 

 SIDE OF THE ANGELS  

The weak ones have gone now, thank God.  
They crossed a line: too much time 
in pavement cafes sighing at the city, 
too much cognac on the job,  
too much concern to blend in, 
to get the fall of jacket right, a fedora’s tilt.  
 



Our new guardians, you dare not meet their eyes.  
Their gaze is way beyond compassion, 
beyond good and evil, raw instinct. 
No more urbanity. These are pure beast,  
down on all fours again, because to make like men  
was their undoing.  
 
At last, says an old soldier, flicking ash 
into an empty purse, we have the angels we need, 
not the ones we deserve. He likens them to horses,  
never fully broken, so when a bullet 
kills the rider, who falls onto its neck, 
a horse will never stop, but rather run  
 
through squares and palaces, 
oblivious until it folds, shattered, in a street  
on the opposite side of the city, 
and everyone can see its wild heart pounding,  
like a man trying to get out, a new rider.  
trying to beat his way into the world.  
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 Is the first poem ‘Song for a Sign-Walker’ or ‘Song about a Sign-Walker’? What’s the 
difference? 

 Are ‘life and love all about water’? What might the sign mean? Would the people 
and spirits which populate Kayo Chingonyi’s Nyaminyami poem think the same? 

 If ‘Held To’ appeared as a TripAdvisor review of an AirBnB property, would you make 
a booking? What sort of visit would you be expecting? 

 ‘Side of the Angels’ is from the sequence ‘Vingt Regards’. Michael Symmons Roberts 
writes that the sequence ‘was written in response to Olivier Messiaen’s set of twenty 
short piano pieces about the incarnation: Vingt Regards sur L’enfant Jésus (Twenty 
Contemplations of the Infant Jesus). Each piece has a subtitle, and each represents a 
particular regard upon the newborn Christ. For regard, read gaze or contemplation, 
but also a different angle on the scene. Some of the poems’ titles nod to, or 
paraphrase, the music’s subtitles. Messiaen began to write the piece in Paris under 
German occupation in 1944 and finished it in September after liberation. The fact 
that Marcel Carné was making possibly the greatest French film – Les Enfants du 
Paradis – in occupied Paris at the same time as Messiaen was writing Vingt Regards 
made the connection even more compelling.’ Does the idea of having the angel you 
need – rather than the one you deserve – appeal? What do think the poem suggests 
about the type of angels we might need? 

 A long-form discussion idea: listen to Vingt Regards sur L’enfant Jésus and watch Les 
Enfants du Paradis. Do your ideas about the poem change subsequently? 

 
 



Other books by Michael Symmons Roberts 
 
Drysalter (Cape, 2013) 
Corpus (Cape, 2004) 
Burning Babylon (Cape, 2001) 
 
 
If you liked Michael Symmons Roberts, try … 
 

 Paul Farley 
 Gillian Allnutt 
 John Burnside 

 
Michael Symmons Roberts online 
 
www.symmonsroberts.com 
 



single window 
by Daniel Sluman 
 

 
 
Daniel Sluman is a 34-year-old poet and disability rights activist based in London. Born in 
Gloucestershire, he gained a first in his BA in English at University of Gloucestershire, and a 
distinction in his MA at the same institution. Daniel’s writing first began to be published 
whilst studying at University, and in 2012 his debut poetry collection Absence has a weight 
of its own was published to critical acclaim by Nine Arches Press. He was named one of 
Huffington Post’s Top 5 British Poets to Watch in 2015, the same year his second book the 
terrible was released. Daniel has recently co-edited the first major UK Disability Poetry 
Anthology Stairs and Whispers: D/deaf and Disabled Poets Write Back with Sandra Alland 
and Khairani Barokka. He has previously held editing roles at Iota and Dead Ink, and he has 
studied towards a PHD in disability poetics, funded by an AHRC award from Midlands3Cities. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘Insightful, poignant and revelatory, single window offers us a language of tortured 
temporality: time accelerates, halts, collapses, marked by shifting patterns of light that 
‘wash in and out’. Limited by chronic illness, hemmed in and marginalised, events outside 
the window garner new resonance as the occupants witness the world slipping by. Inside, 
we journey through scenes of companionship, territories of love, touch and tenderness. 
Rendered with delicate and gritty word play, husband and wife ‘wake in yesterday’s clothes’ 
and watch the ‘piss-bright sunrise’. Thoughts and observations are scored to the fragmented 
experience of living with illness—bodies are wrapped and unwrapped, pushed beyond their 
limits, as the couple leak and love, participating in each other’s healing. Love is a comfort, an 
intervention and important inquiry; time spent in this liminal space provokes an all-
consuming intimacy that normative bodies may never experience. Switching between 



somatic, psychic and emotional registers, single window provides an immersive experience 
into the erratic, unpredictable and unstable processes of illness. A stunning read.’ - Dorothy 
Lehane 
 
‘In single window Daniel Sluman gives us a noir view into the world of disability, drugs and 
pain. Like Larry Eigner from his single post on a front porch, Sluman crafts poems from a 
singularly restrictive view - the small space that he and his wife shared virtually immobile for 
a year. Through his skillful use of language the poet draws the reader into a visceral miasma 
in which the hope generated by love is often only a faint flicker. It is an experience rarely 
found in disability poetry.’ - Michael Northen, editor Beauty is a Verb: the New Poetry of 
Disability 
 
Poem 1 – p 17 
 
half-awake to the noise / of pages flitting 
next to you / like a tongue wetting / like a bird 
landing / i drink my tea as quietly / 
as i can stare / at an invisible spot / beyond 
the tv / until my body & mind / finally meet 

 
Poem 2 -  p 43 
 

like a saint 
you kiss the sickliest part of me 
 
                     eyes shut 
 
                                            the rings slide carefully 
                     from your fingers 
 
          until they spill & settle on the table 
 
                                  ponytail drawn 
                    tight against your scalp 
 
                              your palms oiled 
 
   the fine hair on my stump glowing 
as you stretch your hands over all this hurt 
 
                    the stunted hip-bone 
       & its crest of thickened scar 
 
                          your knuckles smoothing knots 
         from the sluggish muscles 



 
that no longer flex the hip 
                 into a half-smile 
 
                                     i imagine the phantom limb 
 
                        pouring into your palms like water 
                                     all the cruel words & shame 
 
                                                    thrown into the space 
                                      where my leg should be 
 
                                                    pulled out like barbs 
 
                                    this is how it feels 
                      to have your trauma held 
 
                                    i tell you your kindness kills me 
                                                     your grace kills me 
 
                                           your soft lips pressed against this void 
                                  kills me again & again 
 
                                                               being loved by you 
                                              is like turning the volume up so high 
 
                                                      you can’t hear yourself breathe. 

  
 
Poem 3 - p 81 
 
the trousers i will marry you in 
spread between your hands 
over the living room carpet 
needle seized in the corner of your lips 
cross-legged & barefoot 
you mark with chalk the border 
where my body ends 
sow the flap of fabric 
to tighten the sides into a grimace 
& most will never know this intimacy 
how you trace every ridge of the lipped pelvis 
with the chime of your scissors 
making a space in this world for me to fill 



rounding the edge to hang off me like a crescent moon 
you ply your love seam by seam 

 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 The blurb for this book describes the context of its composition – written by an 
author experiencing the loneliness, fear and isolation disability can bring in current 
UK society. He sees the world through ‘a single window’. What is the word ‘like’ 
doing in the poem on page 17? How far can the creation of a simile go to help a 
writer escape his constraints? 

 What might it mean to compare your partner to a saint, as in the poem on page 43? 
 ‘most will never know this intimacy’ – what do you think about this assertion from 

the poem on page 81? 
 Single Window takes the form of a poetry journal, documenting the poet’s 

experiences and those of his wife through the hard year of 2016. What other poetry 
journals do you know of, or have read – from the classic Autumn Journal (Louis 
MacNeice, 1938) to the bang up to date 100 Lockdown Sonnets (Jacqueline Saphra, 
2021). Ever been tempted to keep a poetry journal yourself? What would writing a 
poetry journal do for you that keeping an ordinary journal wouldn’t? 

 If you had 5 copies of this book and pile of jiffy bags, who would you send them to? 
Who needs to read it? 

 
Other books by Daniel Sluman 
 
Absence has a weight of its own (Nine Arches, 2012) 
The Terrible (Nine Arches, 2015) 
 
If you liked Daniel Sluman, try … 
 

 Polly Atkin 
 Rachael Boast 
 Sean Burn 

 
Daniel Sluman online 
 
www.danielsluman.com 



C+nto & Othered Poems 
by Joelle Taylor 
 

 
 
Joelle Taylor is an award-winning poet, playwright, author and editor. She has performed 
across the UK as well as internationally, both for the British Council (Zimbabwe, Brazil, 
Botswana, Australia and Singapore) and on solo projects across Europe. She has been 
anthologised widely in English, Portuguese, Polish, Spanish, Estonian, Finnish, Arabic and 
Ndebele; and her work is a Subject for Study on the OCR GCSE English syllabus. A former UK 
slam champion, she founded the national youth slam championships SLAMbassadors in 
2001 for the Poetry Society and was its Artistic Director and National Coach until 2018. As 
an educator she has lead workshops and residencies in schools, prisons, youth centres, 
refugee groups, and other settings for organisations including the Poetry Society, the British 
Council, Arvon Foundation and English PEN. She featured on TEDx Talks and Outsider 
Lectures, and was recently awarded a Southbank Centre Change Maker prize, in recognition 
of her life-changing work on the national youth slams. She has a Fellowship of the Royal 
Society of the Arts and was longlisted for the 2017 Jerwood Compton Poetry Fellowship. She 
is the host of London’s premier night of poetry and music Out-Spoken and a member of the 
curation team. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘A real treat … in the vivid bar-set poems, Taylor brings a close-knit community to life … 
inventive, powerfully moving work.’ - The Telegraph  
 
‘Absolutely incredible … A celebration and a tribute to the dyke bars and the butches who 
left their mark, this book reminds the reader that to exist as we do is a form of protest. This 
is work that should not be missed.’ - Diva Magazine, Book of the Month 
 
‘C+nto is the best of hybrids. A reclamation and a proclamation. A book and a performance. 
A roll call and a remembrance. A tribute and a critique, not just for the Lesbian community, 



but for anyone who has had to struggle to establish their life and identity. A powerful 
celebration of an important culture.’ - Roger Robinson 
 
Round One 
the body as battleground 
  
you fall  miss your body entirely  land somewhere 
in enemy territory behind the lines  your body a 
foreign country         you cannot get a visa for   your skin 
a parachute caught in tree branches you awaken 
in no man’s land gunfire from over the horizon & 
women  are crucified on hashtags across the dark hills. 

// 

your trench is crowded with dead women wearing 
faces that try to  escape them the clothes of someone 
you once knew      there are landmines buried deep beneath 
your skin & no one understands them        tread softly 
when you walk across me     in between    battle cry & 
bedroom     is this     sticky quiet    this     no man’s land. 

// 

men explode when you least expect it. 

// 

all these lifetimes searching for body. 

 
  
Scene One 
 
EXTERIOR night. A main road in London. 

LX1: Streetlamps watch a woman pass & text each other. 

FX1: The sound of a door opening into a chest cavity. A 
lone woman walks briskly, head down & holding invisible 
bouquets. Ahead of her is a hunched building with its 
hands in its pockets, bracketed by gossiping fairy lights. 

LX2: A neon sign flashes its pink dilate. Maryville, the  
sign says. The woman pushes open the door & enters  
her own body. At the bar she orders a drink and when it  
arrives it is her breath. Music is playing. It is the sound 
of someone being listened to. She notices that she is 
sitting at every table. When the woman asks her to dance 



the whole of her past stands up to dance with her; her 
classmates, her teachers, the manager of the shop she 
worked in over Christmas, the newspaper proprietor, the 
street she grew up on, an adjacent town, her parents and 
grandparents, the kid who waited for her after school. 
The song ends. The world opens. Venus rises. 

 
  
A Lesbian Walks into a Bar 
 
o holy church of 
Maryville on our knees 
by Sunday looking up 
our own skirts the tables 
are a strange atoll 
each with its own 
customs but we share 
a root language a lesbian 
walks into a bar or 
a bar walks into a 
lesbian how it is to 
arrive what it is to 
become o holy i stand 
at the bar side knowing 
when i look up i will be 
serving myself & when i 
am done that i will take 
the drinks to a table 
where i am waiting 
& later on, i’ll 
give glad eye 
to a girl & she 
will be me. 

 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 Do you think ‘Round One – body as battlefield’ might be a metaphor for female 
puberty? Is it one that speaks to you? 

 What is the connection between ‘Round One’ and this poem 
https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/poem/he-wishes-cloths-heaven/?  

 [LX = lighting direction – a note on a theatre script, FX = sound direction] The poet 
describes these ‘scene’ poems as visual poems? What does that term mean to you? 



 What actors would you cast in this scene, for its stage or film version? 
 What does the title ‘A Lesbian Walks into a Bar’ set you up to expect from its poem? 

Does it deliver? 
 
Other books by Joelle Taylor 
 
Songs My Enemy Taught Me (Out-Spoken Press, 2017) 
The Woman Who Was Not There (Burning Eye Books, 2014) 
Ska Tissue (Mother Foucault Press, 2011) 
 
If you liked Joelle Taylor, try … 
 

 Sabrina Mafouz 
 Melissa Lee Houghton 
 Lisa Luxx 

 
Joelle Taylor online 
 
www.joelletaylor.co.uk 



A Year in the New Life 
by Jack Underwood 
 

 
 
Jack Underwood was born in Norwich in 1984. He graduated from Norwich School of Art 
and Design in 2005 before completing an MA and PhD in Creative Writing at Goldsmiths 
College, where he now teaches English Literature and Creative Writing. He won an Eric 
Gregory Award in 2007 and Faber published his debut pamphlet in 2009 as part of the Faber 
New Poet series. He also teaches at the Poetry School, co-edits the anthology series Stop 
Sharpening Your Knives, and reviews for Poetry London and Poetry Review. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘Jack Underwood demonstrates in A Year in the New Life that he’s one of the most 
innovative imagists and thinkers writing in the English language. The poems work as 
multiform inward pieces which sustain a deep sense of their social and cultural positioning. 
Subjects range from parenthood, age, locality and political rallies, right through to the 
complexities and intimacies of love. The poems move to establish their own distinct 
archipelago, balanced and populated by vibrant discursive metaphors which rove the 
landscape of the private world, while still maintaining an affinity to a wider global 
consciousness.’ – Anthony Anaxagorou 
 
‘I was done in by these poems, but I really lived as I read them; each one holding life and 
time in a balletics of stress and flow. Technically beyond much else around, Underwood’s 
measured life-matter, humour and Creelyish syntax capture what’s hardest to capture: love, 
new love, its growth and fret. A simple day at its most cruel and hilarious is clearest when 
witnessed like this.’ – Holly Pester 
 
 
  



Alpha Step 
  
A change to my usual sleeping position,   
earth holding me close   
like I’m something it loves.   
I feel a murmur through the hedgerow,   
old gods thawing from the permafrost.   
Only a matter of time   
before an empire falls   
into the hands of an idiot,   
and there are more ways of saying things   
than things worth saying;   
only a matter of steering the wind,   
which batters us daily; this only life   
that climbs beyond unfashionable   
beginnings, leaving us leaving it,   
breathless software, a bite taken out  
of the grand old narrative,   
while our ghosts refuel mid-air.   
Deep time. Homely time.   
The human print will not survive.   
I mean like, woo, there it was. 
  
Fifteen Babies in My Garden 
 
each at a different stage in their development,   
including a fully grown adult baby, all of them   
sitting around, or lying, or trying to turn   
over onto their fronts, or back onto their backs,   
the sunshine apple-scented, the still trees   
monastic, as I carry a large tray of drinks   
out to them: different milks in different   
bottles I’ve sterilised, and, for the adult baby,  
an Old Fashioned in a tumbler, orange peel   
suspended in amber, a black cherry blot.  
‘Here you go, babies!’ I say, and they coo   
and squirm and gripe and sleep regress.   
‘What are you guys talking about?’ I ask,   
and the adult baby, being the best speaker  
among them and therefore, I suppose,   
their designated spokesperson, replies,   
‘We were just talking about the ruinous   
and beautiful ways we’re going to break   
your dumb old heart, and totally fuck   
your life up’ and they all start laughing.  
 
  



The Novel 
 
So there’s a man, or a woman – OK, a person,   
and this person has a problem. Not so much   
a problem as a yearning. They live in a city   
but yearn for the quiet of the countryside.   
No, they yearn for the geometry, the voltage,   
the violent anonymity of the city. Or they yearn   
for the selfish, fat simplicity of their childhood.   
OK, something more specific. They yearn for   
the silence that followed the call of the mother-owl   
across the misted glade that morning in June.   
Or the silence of a blown filament, like a ruined   
suspension bridge in a snow globe without snow.   
That is the silence the person yearns for.   
Only they don’t know they yearn for this silence.   
Instead they cast around, throwing their yearning   
over everything like holy water, not knowing   
the attainment of surrogate objects of desire   
only frustrates or aggravates their yearning,   
since the act of attainment itself eliminates   
an object from the category of desire, throwing it   
into relief, so that it takes on a figurine aspect,   
a repulsive resemblance of the silent moment   
that the person does not know they yearn for.   
Thus abandoned, the search continues,   
the world always ready with fresh and bright   
distractions. And this person is just like us.  
It could be us. Only it isn’t. But you do know   
this person. I can tell you that much.   
Though of course, I needn’t tell you.   
You know exactly who I am talking about. 
 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 ‘Alpha step’ is the penultimate poem in this collection. How does ‘there are more 
ways of saying things / than things worth saying’ function as a poet’s manifesto? 

 Is your reaction to the observation ‘The human print will not survive’ also ‘woo’ – or 
not? 

 ‘Fifteen babies’ – a cute cartoon or a scary horror film? Is what Holly Pester means 
when she talks about the ‘cruel and hilarious’ tendencies of Jack Underwoood’s 
poetry? 

 What is the word ‘monastic’ doing in ‘Fifteen babies’ 
 Goodreads has more than 200 listings for novels titled some version of ‘The 

Yearning’. What does ‘the Novel’ say about the art of novel-blurb writing? What 



about the art of novel-writing? Do you think the speaker of the poem would like to 
write a novel of their own? 

 
Other books by Jack Underwood 
 
Happiness (Faber & Faber, 2015) 
 
 
If you liked Jack Underwood, try … 
 

 Luke Kennard 
 Lila Matsumoto 
 Chrissy Williams 

 
Jack Underwood online 
 
https://poetrysociety.org.uk/underwood-uncertain-subjects 



Stones 
by Kevin Young 
 

 
 
Kevin Young is the Andrew W. Mellon Director of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 
African American History and Culture. He previously served as the director of the 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture. Young is the author of fifteen books of 
poetry and prose. The poetry editor of the New Yorker, where he hosts the Poetry Podcast, 
Young is the editor of nine other volumes, most recently the acclaimed anthology African 
American Poetry: 250 Years of Struggle & Song. He is a member of the American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences, the American Academy of Arts and Letters, the Society of American 
Historians, and was named a Chancellor of the Academy of American Poets in 2020. 
 
Reviews 
 
‘In Stones, Young mines his familial history and calls out moments of sorrow and joy, from 
musings on his grandmother Mama Annie to poems that consider the generations of people 
that have lived in the American South. The result is a blistering look at love, loss and 
everything in between’. - Time 
 
‘[Young is] excellent in a very particular way. American poetry is at present a jumble of 
styles, but Young writes in an almost harmonic register. His work can be quirky and brainy, 
but it’s never alienating. . . . He’s attentive to sound and wordplay, yet he largely sticks to 
the approachable free verse model that has dominated American writing for 60 years. His 
writing is warm, often elegiac and confidently temperate. There’s a lot to like.’ —David Orr, 
New York Times Book Review 
 
‘Young has a way of transforming these things, even grief, into something beautiful. . . . In 
Stones, his newest collection of poetry, Young mines his own roots. The 44 poems within 
serve as an homage to his loved ones and their home places. . . . We are lucky he allows us 



to travel with him into his past and glance over his shoulder.’ - Jeremy Redmon, Atlanta 
Journal-Constitution 
 
Oblivion 
 
In the field the cows consider 
 oblivion, mulling 
it over. They and their many 
 
 stomachs know nothing 
stays lost forever — that grass, almost 
 cruel, resurrects again, 
 
again. They know even 
 drought will end 
though the family they belong to 
 
 forgets. Cows know the slow 
closing eye of the pond 
 will once more open 
 
& the sky — rain will find 
 their bowed backs, 
the burnt earth’s offering. 
 
 Cows keep no cry, only 
a slave’s low moan. 
 This slight rise 
 
they must climb. 

  
Bouquet 
 
Tell the sky — 
 quit stealing 
you away. 
 
Above, storm clouds 
 only threaten 
& will not stay. 
 
The sun finds us 
 like fear, or family, 
fills the stomach 
 



& asks to borrow 
 you awhile. Like sugar forgets 
to bring you back. 
 
My skin 
 an orange peeling. 
There aren’t 
 
enough words — 
 only these, halting, half 
erased in stone — 
 
MY WIFE IS RESTING 
 WITH JESUS. But just 
how long the widower 
 
sat here, staring at the hole 
 no dirt can fill, the wound 
in the ground above 
 
his twenty-year-old bride 
 whose stone now tilts 
& wilts like a bouquet 
 
I cannot say.  

 
Sandy Road 
 
The roads here 
 only lately got names. 
Before,  we lived 
 
on Rural route 
 blank, the mailbox 
far enough away 
 
across a field 
 it was worth a trek 
only once a week 
 
to find out what the world had 
              to say. Its metal mouth 
a garfish few found. 
 



No streets, just this 
               rushing stream 
after a hard rain. Today 
 
the roads remain 
 mostly ditchwater & dirt — 
small stones that migrate 
 
but never far. Today 
              my auntie complains 
the roads were named 
 
for grandnieces born yesterday 
 who didn’t do nothin’ — 
instead of after great- 
 
grandfathers & others 
               who cut their way 
back here by hand 
 
& hatchet, wheelbarrow 
 & know-how, 
trucking even 
 
daylight in. These 
 are our saints — 
our Emiles & Ad-oms 
 
& Bananes who made 
 these roads right 
as rain. We still live 
 
in their straightaways 
 & curves, slowly 
buying back 
 
what so & so’s foolishness 
 fretted away. Once the whole 
doggone world was young — 
 
once there were no words 
 for things 
& people had to wait 
 
among the green 



 & listen first, 
making sure 
 
the things themselves, 
 the very stones, 
would tell you what 
 
they wished to be named. 

 
 
Discussion Ideas 
 

 Is ‘Oblivion’ an American poem? What might that term mean to you? 
 Is ‘Oblivion’ a climate crisis poem? What might that term mean to you? 
 Who is the ‘you’ in ‘Bouquet’? What is the relationship between the speaker of the 

poem, the ‘you’ and the widower? What might they have in common? How are they 
related to the readers of the poem?  

 What do you make of the title of ‘Bouquet’? How is a bouquet like a gravestone? Or 
like the life of a twenty year old bride? Or how is it not like any of these things? 

 Do you live on a residential street named after a figure from history? What’s the 
story? Has the street always been called this? Has it changed? Who decides the 
names of new roads? Who would you name a new road after? Do you agree with the 
complaining auntie in ‘Sandy Road’? 

 
Other books by Kevin Young 
 
Blue Laws: Selected & Uncollected Poems 1995-2015 (Alfred A Knopf, 2016) 
Book of Hours (Alfred A Knopf, 2014) 
Jelly Roll: a blues (Alfred A Knopf, 2003) 
 
If you liked Kevin Young, try … 
 

 Shane McRae 
 Thomas Sayers Ellis 
 Roger Robinson 

 
Kevin Young online 
 
www.kevinyoungpoetry.com 


