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A215 Creative Writing
Audio CD 2 Writing Poetry
Track 1

Bill Herbert 
Welcome to the A215 audio CD Writing Poetry. On this CD you will hear seven poets discussing aspects of writing poetry with me, Bill Herbert. Each discussion focuses in turn on one of the seven themes covered in Part 3 of the Workbook. The poets were chosen to give you a variety of opinions – not just one school of thought. This is an opportunity for you to engage with ongoing debates in contemporary poetry.  
Track 2

Bill Herbert
I visited Vicki Feaver in her home near Edinburgh where we discussed how she drafts her poems.  

Vicki Feaver

I do begin by making notes. I think, because I know poetry is narrow and doesn’t fill a whole page, that very often I do begin writing it almost like a poem in quite short lines. So, really, and like … in some ways like the painter uses collage, I make lots of notes – odd bits of notes – and then gradually work them up into a poem. Most often that’s how I work.

Bill Herbert
Is it a long process for you?  

Vicki Feaver
I think nearly always it is quite a long process – sometimes a process that can take years. For instance, I … sort of … fished out a pile of my old notebooks and I noticed that I’d got five notebooks in which I’d been working on this poem called ‘The Handless Maiden’.  

Bill Herbert
I think when people start writing they often feel like the first draft is the most important thing and it’s perhaps more difficult to learn to settle to living with the poem over a long time, as you describe.

Vicki Feaver
Well, I think it is very important to keep the drafts and I think the first draft of something is very important and that’s why I think it’s a really bad idea to have the first draft on a word processor, because you can change it so easily and you’re quite apt to do that. And you change something that might be quite awkward but actually … the poetry might lie in that awkwardness, or that strangeness.  

Bill Herbert
We think about poets honing in and honing in but it seems to me that you start by almost opening out and opening out.  

Vicki Feaver
Yes, I think that’s really important because I think a good poem is multi-layered. It’s hardly ever about just one thing. And, if you leave the writing process a chance to … sort of … work in your unconscious – which means writing, sleeping on it, writing, sleeping on it – that it can accumulate other layers to it. And I think that’s always happened. So, for instance, ‘The Handless Maiden’ poem – it’s the story of ‘The Handless Maiden’ but its also my story as a writer, so I had a chance to think about how it related to me – to this feeling of losing your hands and gaining them, which is what happens to the girl in the story. I tried to write the poem before, but then I finally did write it when I was staying in a place where there was a river and I could imagine, I could be ‘The Handless Maiden’ dropping my baby into the water and thinking – yes, there are some trees there, and hang her wet clothes upon the trees. There’s some moss here. I would dry her with the moss. And those real things went into the poem from the place that I was in. So I think, if I’d written the poem just to begin with, I wouldn’t have had a chance for those other things to go into it.  

Bill Herbert
So, it’s a way of allowing the poem to mature and gain those layers?

Vicki Feaver
Yes. Yes. I think, mostly I don’t use footnotes to my poems but  ‘The Handless Maiden’ I have given a footnote because there was something about the story that’s really interesting – that the footnote is… in Grimm’s version of this story the woman’s hands grow back because she’s good for seven years. But in the Russian version they grow as she plunges her arms into a river to save her drowning baby. And the version that I’ve used is this Russian version and it was really important to me that her hands grew immediately as a miracle.

Bill Herbert
What part does the … kind of … the paraphernalia of the poem – you know the title and the … the footnote and all these other things … is … is that part of the actual drafting – the genesis – of the poem, or is it kind of an afterthought?  

Vicki Feaver
I love those titles that are really … sort of … almost … a poem in themselves. They’re very short and to the point and … you know. ‘The Handless Maiden’… you know … it’s just the title of the story.  It’s nothing else at all.

Bill Herbert
You seem to be describing them as descriptive titles but then I remember being struck by things like ‘Bitch Swimming’.
Vicki Feaver
Oh, ‘Bitch Swimming’ … yes …

Bill Herbert
…which is a descriptive title but it’s enormously evocative.  

Vicki Feaver
In my new book I’ve got two titles which I really love, and one is ‘The Man Who Ate Stones’, which I think immediately throws up the mystery, and next to it is a poem called ‘The Woman Who Talked To Her Teeth’.  
Bill Herbert
So, ‘The Man Who Ate Stones’ is an extraordinary title. I mean … did … did that come from a particular place, a particular setting?

Vicki Feaver
Well, it’s really strange where it came from because my husband is a psychiatrist and I thought he would tell me wonderful stories about patients and he refuses to tell me anything. But, just once I was at the hospital where he works and one of the therapists talked about a patient who ate stones. And I just thought this was amazing, but I still didn’t get any details about why they ate stones. And so I just began to think – why would somebody eat stones? And then, into the poem as well … once, years ago when I was a student, I took cannabis and I felt I was going to go through the ceiling of the house.  
‘The Man Who Ate Stones’                            
He’d never felt so light. His skin like the paper of kites. His bones like the inside of Maltesers. He thought he was going to float through the roof of the house, drifting through space like an astronaut untethered from his craft. He begged his wife to hold him down but she just laughed. So he drove to the beach and knelt at the edge of the sea, swallowing pebbles to weight his stomach with ballast. The water was black, except where the moon lit fires in the breaking waves. He saw the god whose home is under the ocean storms, the bubbles of his breath shooting to the surface. Here was another man who had to eat stones. He plunged into the burning water to meet him.

Bill Herbert
Well, the thing I was curious about was whether the poems shared their lives with each other – not necessarily in sequential manner but, when you get to the end of that ten years, when you produce that book, whether that book was something that grew with you in the same way or whether it’s something that comes about as a result of these separate processes – and somehow they come together and they make a new thing.

Vicki Feaver
I think it must be both because I don’t work on several poems together. I work on one poem and my attention is directed towards getting that poem right in some way. And sometimes I abandon it and sometimes I come back to them. But, I just focus on one at a time. But then I discover, when I’ve written … the book that I’ve just finished writing – which is an accumulation of poems written over ten years, it’s called The Book of Blood. And it was strange; when I was beginning to put a book together I just realised how many poems connected with that theme.

Bill Herbert
Most poets are slow and … you know … most people who start writing are similarly slow because they’re unsure what to pick or how to find that first impetus, so, have you any advice on how to be a slow poet?
Vicki Feaver
Yes. I think it’s really important to read other people’s poems. You might think reading other people’s poems would make you just copy their voices, so that you wouldn’t be original, but I don’t think that’s true. I think, actually, you find a voice to answer back and it’s like a sort of dialogue with other poets because you discover a voice for yourself. And you just have to do it, you just have to let go of all your terrors and fears about words and language and poetry and the fact that … you know … it’s so difficult, because actually it isn’t difficult to fling a few words down. It’s like … I think, in a way, you have to be like … you know … one of those action painters that hurls the paint at the canvas. And you know you can always tidy things up afterwards. You can do anything, but if you’ve got any scaredness at all, just go for it, just fling the words into the air, write at white-hot speed, get them on to the paper. And then think about them. And then read them through … ok … in a sort of cold way, and a critical way. But don’t let the inhibitions get in the way of that sort of initial impulse.
Track 3  

Bill Herbert
When I visited Gillian Allnutt at her house near Durham we considered how she uses line.  

Gillian Allnutt
Certainly, when I work in primary schools, I often ask – ‘Well, what’s the difference between a story and a poem?’ And I’m after the answer: ‘Poems come in short lines, one underneath the other.’ I guess it gives you space to think between one line’s end and the beginning of the next – spaces in which to imagine; spaces in which to make pictures. 

Bill Herbert
And how do you go about deciding where the space should be?

Gillian Allnutt
I’ve changed my own writing practice because of teaching adults in workshops and wanting them to write in the workshop time and wanting to write myself and then read out what I’ve written. And I find, if I start trying to write a poem in a workshop in twenty, thirty, forty minutes, I can’t often come up with something that’s read-outable. And so I’ve evolved the practice of writing prose in workshops with a poem in the back of my mind. And, when I get home, I sit down at the computer and I type my prose piece out – one sentence per line – and then I take it from there.

Bill Herbert
Right. So, that’s actually quite a good starting premise for someone who is maybe coming to poetry from prose. It’s to start with that idea of the sentence per line. Can you talk us through a specific example where you’re doing this?

Gillian Allnutt
‘The Silk Light of Advent’ 
Mara sighs over the silks laid out on the rosewood window sill.                                                                                                      She would rather look into the fire. 
It is terribly hard to decide when the garden is dead.
In December the lake is dumb. 
There are no leaves left                                                                          And no wind left to stir them.                                                                Later in life she will say that the light on the Somme was like that then. Mara sighs over the skeins. 
She is neither girl nor woman.                                                             Her brother is in uniform.                                                               There is no-one left to walk with in the morning.                                 Her mother has always left her alone.                                                 The newspaper’s forbidden.                                                               The angel will be embroidered soon – by Evensong.                     After that, there’ll be no more sewing.                                                 In the beginning needles were made of bone.                                            The angel will come in the afternoon. 
Later in life she will know the value of precision.
At two o’clock in the afternoon, she will say                                     Again and again                                                                                       Her brother will not be missing then.                                                    He writes he is learning to smoke and polish buttons.                         She will get up from the fire.                                                           She will walk slowly back to the window sill.                                She’ll know then that the angel’s hands are done.                                      The eyes are gone.                                                                              There are sockets of silk she will never embroider for him.                                                                                       The lake is dry, like bone.                                                             The angel is terribly beautiful.                                             She won’t be able to cry.
Bill Herbert
An interesting thing about hearing you read that, Gillian, is that the space between the sentences seems constant, but the sentences themselves are of such varying lengths that it’s almost as though you’re putting silences in, but in very different places. So, it’s … it creates a very individual, very particular rhythm.  

Gillian Allnutt
It’s about her being aware that her brother has been killed, at the moment at which he’s been killed. And, I think, most of the lines with end with ‘m’, ‘n’, ‘ll’, and I have the feeling as if I’m pushing the audience down into the ground. But, also, the poem is like a collage and I think one of the reasons I want one sentence per line is that I want to keep it simple, because I’m doing something that, to my mind, is quite complicated with time.

Bill Herbert
There’s something there … the line having a use, having a purpose; there is a sense of the sentence darting about before meeting again this kind of inevitable silence – the space of realisation for the character, but also for the reader.  

Gillian Allnutt
Yes, I think that’s a good point. I like the idea of the sentence darting about, perhaps to reflect the traumatic nature of the experience.
Bill Herbert
I’m wondering if it might be good to then look at a poem where you extend beyond the line, or you break into it in a different way.  

Gillian Allnutt
‘Child’                                                                                            She is heavier than air.                                                                                  A little heavier.                                                                                       I shall carry her on my shoulder.                                                      How did I come by her?                                                                      Did I beget her?                                                                             Can I?                                                                                           How can I abandon her                                                                       To her stony desolation?                                                                 I shall walk with her,                                                                                As if I wore the whole Sahara on my shoulder.                                                  Wind, sand, sun.                                                                             And all of it frail as an aeroplane shadow.                                               And whole.                                                                                          She has come to me.                                                                                 She is frail now, frail.                                                                      My mother said of her mother,                                                           My grandmother in the cottage hospital,                                             The light shows through her. She is full                                                                                                                                               Of holes and, when I lift her                                                                      Lighter, almost, than air.

Bill Herbert
Now, in that poem we could hear the voice stopping, hesitating, moving on. To what extent is the line break measuring that, or capturing that motion?

Gillian Allnutt
To quite a large extent, I think. The first four lines, in fact, have double spaces between them, so they’re actually stanzas – separate one-line stanzas. And they’re myself considering this strange child. Then there’s a sense and there’s a decision; there’s a resolution. Suddenly, I know what I’m going to do and make a whole picture, so it’s a solid block on the page. And, she has come to me. I go back to being puzzled and then I remember my mother and her mother. The last three stanzas are all two lines each. And the second last stanza – ‘My mother says of her mother, the light shows through her. She is full of holes’ – and I’ve broken the line after ‘full’ because I’m doing something to do with paradox, that I now understand much better than I did when I wrote the poem.  But I wanted to say – ‘The light shows through her, she is full’ – meaning she is full of light. I could have put – ‘The light shows through her.’ – break – ‘She is full of holes’ – but then I wouldn’t have got the idea she is full and also she is terribly threadbare.  

Bill Herbert
So, this is something that perhaps is unique to poetry, that you can actually have an intelligible unit – a clause – but because of where you choose to break the line you could introduce contrary meanings because people will see that little bit of the phrase by itself for a moment before they go on to the next line

Gillian Allnutt
Yes, that’s right. It makes it terribly hard to read aloud because you have to choose or … I try not to choose, but it becomes complicated.  You can never tell which of the two meanings or … people will arrive at or whether they … they will, in fact, take in both.

Bill Herbert
It seems to me that a lot of the things that you’re discussing here are really about how the poem can present the mind and how lineation – as you say, you know, having a whole stanza gap between lines or bunching – but how that can actually be a way of mapping and presenting a mind in action. I suppose, in order to do that you have to be very alert to your own speech patterns, your own thought patterns?

Gillian Allnutt
I listen all the time when I’m writing and I either say the growing lines aloud or I hear them in my head all the time I’m writing. It’s like dancing. And I do a lot of work on matching of sounds – alliteration, assonance, rhyme and half-rhyme. My ideal is that each line should mean in itself. That’s a very strong basic principle, so that any line could be removed from the poem and mean something all by itself, although it will mean more and/or differently within the context of the poem. It’s arranging the lines so that each one means by itself, but means again in company with its fellows or means additionally.

Bill Herbert
Obviously, it’s a matter of practice, endless practice, but the course you seem to be discussing, whereby a writer becomes sufficiently aware of what it is they’re trying to say – to map this into lines. Are there guidelines you can offer them?

Gillian Allnutt
I would advise people to try formal forms for the sake of what you learn from doing it. If you try to write a sonnet you … you understand something about why you have fourteen lines in iambic pentameter in this particular rhyme scheme in … you know … two blocks or three blocks and a bit, or whatever it is. And you will perhaps take some notion about form and the way it serves content from doing that. I mean, however I’m writing, usually about a third of the way into writing a poem it will suggest its own form. It will say – ‘No, I don’t want to be in three-line verses, I want to be in two-line verses.’ And I’ll go with that and sometimes I’ll realise I misheard it and maybe it wants to be in four-line verses. But it … it’s a negotiation. I think I usually set myself some sort of rule so that I will have one sentence per line or … it’s quite often a rule about punctuation. I’ll try this poem entirely in lower case, or I’ll try it conventionally punctuated. I think it’s impossible to write a poem without a rule of some kind while you’re working. So, if it isn’t a given rule or set of rules like a sonnet has or a ballad or a sestina – then you have to invent something for the duration. At least, that’s what I do – I always do.  

Track 4

Bill Herbert
I met Kathleen Jamie at St Andrews University to get her response to the idea of poetic voice.

Kathleen Jamie

I think the business of voice is a young person’s problem. And they say – ‘Yes, but I want to be writer but I can’t find my voice’. The fact is it’s a complete myth … the idea that there is a voice and, once attained, you’ll go on through the next sixty years of your writing life … you know … without … let or hindrance. I think it comes from the idea that poetry is oracular and all you have to do is tune into this voice within yourself and then just speak, and everything will be fine. You know … so it’s a way of avoiding the learning process, learning the craft and the skills of poetry. When you have achieved this voice, a whole lot of other problems come in. Yes, in my own work I’ve discovered I have had a voice and the minute I’ve thought – ‘Oh, I’ve got that voice’ – that’s when the project ends, because you become self-conscious and self-aware of writing in that voice and then everything you do thereafter is just parody – you’re just parodying yourself, you know? And there’s also a problem with tribalism. If you are, let’s say, a woman; if you are, let’s say, black or gay or whatever; if you are … these sort of issues to negotiate around, you can sometimes be expected to write in the voice of a woman, a black person, a gay person, whatever and that weight of expectation can … well, it can limit you and damage you and it can mean that you feel you have to adopt this voice and write in it. And, if you stop doing that, you can feel that you’re betraying your people, you know? And you can be told in no uncertain terms that you’re betraying your people, you know? So, voice is a curious, curious thing. It’s not altogether a good thing to pursue.

Bill Herbert
There’s a kind of counter notion that each poem has its own voice. You know … that instead of you having the voice, the poem has the voice.

Kathleen Jamie
I’ve got more patience with that, that it works poem by poem and in each poem you’re constructing, you have to make the voice that will carry it.

Bill Herbert
Well, let’s talk about that because the tribal thing takes … takes us right on into what the nuts and bolts of a voice might be. How do you feel about the notion that voice is a kind of accretion; it’s a kind of life process like trees putting on rings and it is to do with where you have been and where you have come from?

Kathleen Jamie
Well, it seems to me that we’re just kind of stuck then … you know … and you have no control, or … or no sway over it. And the older I get the more I realise you can actually control it because voice is just made up of constituent parts and, as you learn to adapt into each of these, you can change your voice. So it’s not coming from some sacred well within. You can actually change it if you want to.  

Bill Herbert
So, you can write against the grain of an upbringing, for instance?  

Kathleen Jamie
Absolutely. Possibly …maybe have to sometimes. I mean it causes all sorts of inner tensions but I don’t think we need to be stuck, governed by the place we came from. I’m not eternally stuck being the same wee girl from Currie, you know … or whatever. I’m mistrustful of voices; I’m mistrustful of working in voices because I sometimes think it’s an evasion. It means you’re not being brave enough to think about what really wants to be thought about. Do you know those families that pass difficult remarks through the pet? Do you know what I mean? The dog’s called Ben and they say – Ben says you’re misbehaving. It means I think you’re misbehaving but I can’t say that to you so I’m going to route it through the dog. Yeah. And I think that poems in other voices do that – route difficult things, and make it possible to say them by routing them through this third party, you know. And I think it's braver, now, to try and do it directly. But the idea of a voice is a useful one, I suppose, to get writers started and going … you know. Given the idea that there’s this thing you can tune into which is their own voice and, if they can’t find it because it doesn’t really exist … they can’t find it – they can use the voice of something else. There’s no harm in that.

Bill Herbert
So, personae and the voices of objects and the idea, I think, that comes through in your last book that are there are voices coming from things.

Kathleen Jamie
I’m very hostile to the idea that … and what you’re hostile to, you’re usually hostile to because it’s getting near the truth, isn’t it? Personally, I’m sick and fed up of reading of poems ‘in the voice of … a turnip …’ you know… ‘a pair of shoes…’

Bill Herbert
But, I think that some of these … these objects are maybe totemic so that they’re enabling you to get to a voice.

Kathleen Jamie
Well, hopefully, yes. The point is to do what – to get to the heart of something, to get to the truth of something by a long route. You can’t manage it by the shortcut, the direct route, you’ve got to wander round the houses … and make this kind of utterance that you couldn’t make in your own voice – ‘own voice’ in quotes. You know … is that right, you’ve got to go through … animate something else and make it speak for you, like a bleeding ventriloquist’s dummy?  

Bill Herbert
I mean … you know … when … when I get impatient I think I want to throw out all the toys and I want to find a new way of saying anything, so I suppose that is an endeavour to lose the voice.
Kathleen Jamie
Yes. As I said before, if you keep on working in the same voice, once you’re aware of how to make that voice and it’s been successful for you and you get plaudits for it – if you keep on working in that voice, you’re just then parodying yourself, pastiching yourself and it’s time to think again, because that project – whatever it was – is over. Whatever that voice was required for is now done.  

Bill Herbert
So, it’s like a sloughing of skin.

Kathleen Jamie
Yes. Uh huh. I don’t think they … they sit in a cupboard to be re-animated when required. Every new poem, every new project – I’m old enough now to think of projects. Book-length  projects requires you to take yourself apart, almost at cellular level, and build yourself up again … as a poet … and … and the voice is one of those things that has to be constructed out of minuscule parts until you find the voice that’s right for the project you want to do … you know. Well, in every poem I write, you’re just thinking all the while about vocabulary … and the way it’s constructed and the form the stanzas are going to take and how much silence is built into it and … you know … the register, the tone of voice, the intimacy – how close you’re speaking … you know … whether you’re dropping a little word to someone’s ear or whether you’re bellowing at them through a tannoy … you know … those decisions. And what all those different things amount to is what we blithely call voice. Yeah? So, where does that leave us? I’m thinking about the students again who fret about not finding their voice.

Bill Herbert
What it leaves us with is a kind of reassurance. I mean … what you’re saying is that the process of writing a poem takes care of the business of finding the voice.  

Kathleen Jamie
I think you’re right. The voice is what you get when the poem’s … it’s just there … you know … it’s done. Once you’ve worried about everything else the voice naturally arises in it. The thing about this business of voice is that we think a great deal that poetry is speaking – it’s about utterance and speech – and … which is why most people get into it. They get into it to speak and then there becomes a terrible anxiety about finding the voice in which you have to speak and having other people to listen to your speech, which can then be a personal speech of your individual self, which is one of the reasons people get hung up on it, when they’re searching for their own individuality. But, lately … you know … now that I’m turned forty, I’m starting to rethink these things. I think it’s more about listening. It’s about listening to the world. And, if you start… in order to start listening properly you have to shut up speaking for a while. So, just listening to the world, listening to … to the natural world, say, which is what I’ve being doing lately, involves shutting down all these different voices and not letting them get in and understanding they were nothing but ego. And to listen properly meant cleansing my mind as best I could of all these egotistical interruptions which were voices that wanted to be heard. And so the poems I’ve been writing lately have ‘no voice’, because the ‘voice’ is merely intrusive and got in the way of the listening, and that’s … that’s what I’m thinking about now.  

Track 5
Bill Herbert
Because Linda France’s work often engages with the act of perception, I talked with her about image.  

Linda France
You notice it in the way that children speak about things. It starts off as soon as language comes, image comes, it seems to me and I think it’s connected to Blake’s ‘doors of perception’ – how we perceive the world as a human being; and we do that through our five senses so, even though you’re speaking about images which we normally think of as visual, I think that they are connected with all the five senses and probably other ones that we can’t even pin down into that particular format.

Bill Herbert
And why do we reach for analogies of that sort? Is it to communicate to others what it feels like to be… to be sitting in a place, to be breathing in a way, or is there another reason for using an image.

Linda France
Well, I think we mostly … and certainly for myself, it’s to make sense of it for myself, and I think that’s one of the things that poetry does – Robert Frost’s idea of it as ‘a momentary stay against confusion’.

Bill Herbert
When you’re reaching for imagery does the … the kind of imagery you produce tend to be visual, tactile?

Linda France
In terms of how my work’s developed I’ve become more interested in the physical, in the tactile. It seems like the visual often only presents a surface of things to the eye; and I’m actually interested in … kind of … going below that, to have something that’s experienced almost from the inside of it … kind of the armature, if you like. And there’s something about writing from the body, as we speak about it, that allows one to do that.

Bill Herbert
But, that’s looking at imagery as a way of describing the tangible, the world around us, and of course the other thing that it is a way of describing the world within us – of making concrete that which is not.

Linda France
Yes. Yes, and I guess the ideal is bringing the two together. You want the two to come together so it doesn’t become neither disembodied or too thoroughly rooted, so there’s some kind of dynamic that occurs. So that’s what the image seems to me to be offering the potential of, of that transformation.  

Bill Herbert
How do people go about developing their imagery, their sense of the world through images?  

Linda France
It seems to me it comes back to that idea of being awake, just being aware of yourself and your connection with the world; so that’s the other thing that metaphor does, isn’t it, and simile as well. It expresses the interconnectedness of all things. So, it’s saying that this thing is like something else. And so it’s what we happen to bump into or what we happen to read or whatever picture we see in a gallery that we choose to become … you know … particularly fascinated in. There’s … there’s a sort of an accidental, there’s a … sort of … serendipitous side of it.  

Bill Herbert
There’s almost a playfulness to what you’re saying there. The artist is always able to sketch. Is there a similar thing that the writer does – this sketching – and we … kind of … for instance decide we’re going to compare everything today to a sheep and then go round looking for sheep-likeness in lots of things?  

Linda France
Yes. Yes. I guess, yes. I know that I do that with extended metaphor, in particular, in a poem so where you get snagged by a particular connection that you’ve made between one thing and another which isn’t that thing but they go together quite nicely and produce an interesting spark – that if it’s sufficiently interesting and you stick with it and follow it through, then it might result in a whole poem that’s just playing around that one central idea. This poem came from a commission … just a line in it. I had to write to a line which was – ‘I woke up with dried blood under my fingernails’ … which filled me with horror, really. But as soon as I decided that it was going to be about food I actually got the copy of Delia Smith’s cookery book off my shelf and read through the index at the back and … just all that list of the titles of recipes and foods were just … well, it was like eating a very large rich meal. It’s called ‘Cooking with Blood’.
Last night I dreamt of Delia Smith again,                                 Smoked, buckling, simmering on the horizon.
That old Dover House moon, stuffing the dumpling of a crackling sky.                                                                         She played en papillotte for just long enough to sweat me, garlicky.                                                                    

After I’d peppered her liver, stuffed her goose and dog-fished her tender loins                                             
She was pâté in my hands.                                          
She got all mulligatawny, so I tossed her into a nine-herb salad of Hintlesham.                                          
She was my Russian herring, my giblet stock.                                We danced the osso buco.                                            
Her belly kedgeree, her breasts proscuitto.                   
I tongue-casseroled her ear.                                              
She was my queen of puddings                                  
And wouldn’t we sausage lots of little quichelets              
A platter of spratts.                                                         
We’d name Bernaise, mortadella, bara brith.                  
But when the trout hit the tabasco                                       
It turned out she was only pissaladiere,                         
Garam masala as a savoyard                                           Arrowroot, just another dip in love with crudités.                         And I’ve stroganoffed with too many of them.                  
I chopped home to my own bloater paste                                            And triped myself into a carcass.                                             No wonder I woke up with scarlet farts                                  Dried blood under my fingernails                                                     Dreaming of Delia, her oxtail again.

Bill Herbert
So, it’s not just finding one metaphor. It’s also the ability to conjure and extend – almost creating … like a formula across a poem, of how the metaphors relate to each other, how imagery adds up?

Linda France
I think of it as creating a world, really, you know, one of the things that you do as a writer is have the opportunity to play God. You are able to create a world that has its own integrity, has its own laws, has its own climate, has its own culture. It is like you’re translating something into almost a new language of your own invention. And it does feel a little bit like you have to be prepared to … sort of … stumble, it seems to me. It’s almost inevitable that you … kind of … fall off now and then. And I quite like those falling off places, because it sort of shows that it’s not real as well – that it is a game in some sense.  

Bill Herbert
But not all metaphor works is a kind of pattern or a game. I mean … sometimes imagery really comes from a disturbing zone or … or a place that we don’t necessarily fully understand when we come up with it.  

Linda France
In 2001 … a friend of mine, another poet called Andrew Waterhouse, committed suicide and I wrote this poem. It’s called ‘Trying to Explain Telescope’

Telescope. A device for looking at the world from a distance.  
If you were from the moon I’d just been watching through one.  
The magnificent, unfathomable mirror of its lens, open mouthed at curves, halo, pock marks; its surface pitted as pumice and close as my own heels.  
If that was where you came from, where we must assume there are no telescopes, I’d show you one – here. The shiny black cylinder hard and scientific, the way it collapses into itself becoming smaller, blind and of no use. I’d demonstrate how you can lift it, open, to your eye and look at the stars – their late blaze, their conjuring of swan and horse and fog.  You would discover more shapes, other functions. We might share what we both know is cracked laughter. How can I not let you keep it in your hands; a gift to mark our meeting; our almost total lack of comprehension.                
In the days immediately after I heard about his death I was very distressed and disturbed by hearing the news and, as often happens, with grief it didn’t make any sense, particularly in this instance, because of the manner of his death. And one of the things that kept happening, as well as the rerunning of memories of times we shared together I just seemed to get this recurring image – almost behind my eyes – of a telescope, or of what appeared to be a telescope – a long, black cylindrical object. And the nearest I could get to what it must possibly be was a telescope. That’s the only thing that I could think of, because it just kept coming so frequently and so insistently that I knew I had to … well, what is this? It’s … it’s like an … almost a hallucination. It was quite disturbing. It seemed to me to say something about the way that he looked at the world, in his poetry in particular, but also in his life.  

Bill Herbert
The process you’re describing is about living with something and tolerating not immediately getting it – of allowing those other layers to come through gradually. And I’m just curious – how is it that we learn to tolerate not understanding? Is there something the poem does that compensates us for this?

Linda France
I think that a poem is a thing of  pleasure, and a lot of that comes from the language – again, the love of language …  so the joy that you get from an elegant use of words; the sound, the images that come in our minds, and the way that we are changed by it. So, as a beginning writer, if you start making connections through things that appear to be disparate, they start happening all of their own. You do see the connections between things that aren’t simply of your own making. Other people will see them too, I believe. I do think that … you know … we live in a world that is connected. It might appear chaotic, but it has its own kind of coherence and elegance as well. So, the connections are there to be made.

Bill Herbert
But this is not just random transference of things. I mean … you’re looking to discover something about the original object by enacting this transformation, aren’t you?

Linda France
Yes, you are. You’re almost wanting to make the thing … the object or the experience or whatever it is that you’re perceiving or wanting to write about – you’re wanting to make an image in the reader’s mind that will almost be truer than the thing itself.

Track 6
Bill Herbert
Douglas Dunn met me in his office at St Andrews University to discuss rhyme.  
Douglas Dunn

Poetry, it seems to me, should happen between the ears. There should be intelligence, intellect, originality of thought, and so on. It should also happen behind the left nipple – heart, emotion, feeling – and it should also happen between tongue and teeth. The poem should make a noise. So, the part of poetry that I think we’re talking about – rhyme and metre and so on – these are all parts of what happens between tongue and teeth – the audibility of poetry. 

Bill Herbert
So, there is a kind of sense in which we’re talking about the whole sound, the whole music of a poem. That seems to me to lead us into the idea of full rhyme because the most common perception of full rhyme is something which happens only at the end of a line. So … could you just talk a wee bit about … you know … how music permeates a poem for you?

Douglas Dunn
As it happens, English is not a particularly rich language when it comes to rhyme, if you compare it with the opportunities for rhyme in Russian, of the Slavonic languages in general or, especially, Italian and also to some considerable extent, French. In English we tend to rhyme on monosyllables. And that does somehow emphasise the fullness of the rhyme because it’s … you know … a short word – one syllable.  

Bill Herbert
The decision between full rhyme and a more slant rhyme – is that something which happens still instinctively or is there a kind of set of deliberations there?  

Douglas Dunn
I think it is instinctive. It also gives an opportunity to a poet to encourage a more subtle music; one that is not exactly dissonant or off key but – and I think the musical terms there are significant – but one that is more muffled. I think one of the first poets to use these slant rhymes, as you’re calling them – part rhymes or half rhymes – was writing under extreme pressure of feeling and disgust and vulnerability and that was the First World War poet, Wilfred Owen.  If I might just give you an example … his famous poem ‘Strange Meeting’.

It seemed that out of battle I escaped                  
Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped          Through granites which titanic wars had groined.   
Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,                              Too fast in thought or death to be stirred.
That’s enough. ‘Escaped, scooped’ – the words don’t coincide. ‘Groined, groaned’ – but there we have an effect and the ‘gr’ grrrroined, grrroaned – again it helps if you can pronounce the ‘r’. In the past … in Tennyson, say, or in Browning, these would not have been considered rhymes. But with the advent of modernity, of modernism, this subtler, this less obvious kind of music in language became, not just accepted, but necessary. Quite a few contemporary poets use this Owenesque kind of rhyme – especially Seamus Heaney – and these muffled or incomplete rhymes are a very essential part of Heaney’s very distinctive music in his poems.  That’s why poets use rhyme. Well first of all it’s mnemonic and it helps a poem be audible and metre serves the same function. But it’s also … well, it’s a test of the poet’s skill and it contributes towards the musicality of the poem – and there are all kinds of music, as you know. As Philip Larkin said, there’s a kind that comes in through the ear like honey and there’s a kind that comes in like broken glass.  

Bill Herbert
How much largesse would … do you allow yourself in your work, in terms of the range of rhyme? If we think about moving from full to the Owenesque, the part rhyme there, and on into the kind of … almost the rococco rhyme that you get in people like Muldoon?

Douglas Dunn
Well, I have some restrictions on this rococco rhyme which you mentioned, mainly because, like Paul Muldoon, I have a pretty dedicated taste in Lord Byron and his poem ‘Don Juan’ is one of the great virtuoso examples of tremendously adroit rhyming – double syllable rhymes and triple syllable rhymes – which you get for tremendous comic effect. For example, one of my favourites is that he rhymed ‘Don Alfonso’ with ‘does go on so’.  

Bill Herbert
One of the great dangers, I think, that someone who’s beginning to write poetry experiences when they try and handle rhyme is that they get led by the rhyme. You know … that takes them to more predictable ideas or expressions.  

Douglas Dunn
A writer … beginning and they’re thinking of rhyme and metricality … they can allow these techniques to lead them away from their own voice. Getting yourself into a position to identify your own voice – your physical voice – and being happy with it, is one of the things you have to do simultaneously with this acquisition of fluency in metrical writing and developing a resourcefulness in finding rhymes. You have to do these things at the same time, not separate from each other, otherwise you’re writing for the page … or you’re encouraging a false voice in yourself, rather than the one you’ve got by simple inheritance and environment.  

Bill Herbert
That leads us on to the inter-relation of the rhyme and the form. I mean … it’s, I think, very difficult to write a rhyming poetry that has got no understanding of metre, of rhythm, but a lot of people attempt this.  

Douglas Dunn
That’s what’s called doggerel. The trick is to find your own voice – that’s a terrible granny’s expression … you know … finding your own voice. But, if you think of it literally, there’s no other way to put it. Rhyme can be a very friendly crutch because at least … if nothing else, at least you know the noise you have to make at the end of either the next line or the one after, depending on your rhyme scheme.  

Bill Herbert
How do you go about working in devised stanzas? I mean … is it a process of improvisation and feeling or do you have a set … sort of … goal that you’re exploring?

Douglas Dunn
When it comes to these stanzas which you invent it’s very hit or miss. It’s very much a question of discovering the stanza in the process of writing – of discovering a rhyme scheme and then … perhaps, the desire to regularise it, perhaps the desire not to, but to be more opportunistic and free running. After practice and after you become skilful enough, then you can find your form quite quickly. I find that, anyway. Early on it’s a little bit more laborious. And the temptation, I think, is to opt for inherited stanzas. There aren’t all that many of them though. And some of them are fiendishly difficult.  I don’t know if you’ve ever tried writing in Spenserian stanzas. Good grief! It’s enough to turn you blue, you know. I think it’s best to begin to … by learning blank verse – unrhymed, iambic pentameter. It’s one of the most serviceable and versatile forms and it’s really quite easy to acquire. Then the poet should try writing rhyming couplets. Then, perhaps the poet would begin with simple quatrains – rhyming AB, AB. And then they should begin to experiment with different lengths of lines – iambic tetrameter, four beats in the line as opposed to five. I might say that how a poet rhymes will depend rather a lot on how he or she speaks, on accent, intonation. For example, as Tony Harrison points out in one of his poems, ‘matter’, for Wordsworth, was a full rhyme with ‘water’: ‘watter’. And so, in this poem of mine, ‘Loch Music’, which in a sense is an elegy for my father, there are rhymes which I can get away with in the Scots accent, but which probably wouldn’t be appropriate for an English English speaker.  

I listen as recorded Bach                                      
Restates the rhythms of a loch.                                                                           Through blends of dusk and dragonflies                             
A music settles on my eyes                                                                Until I hear the living moors,                                                     Sunk stones and shadowed conifers,                                     And what I hear is what I see,                                                                                A summer night’s divinity.                                        

Bill Herbert
To refer back to that moment when you make the transition from blank verse into rhyming verse, I suppose there’s something that you’re trying to teach them at that point as a writer.

Douglas Dunn
Well, you’re trying to teach them control of the substance of their art, which is language. It’s as simple as that. And then you can go on to try to impart finer degrees of control, with more intricate control. At the same time you never want a student to lose touch, not just with his or her physical voice, but with their imaginations – the power to make up, invent. So, as in any kind of art, an awful lot of things are going on at the same time.

Bill Herbert
Is it a minor part of the talents which they must acquire? Or do you feel that it’s central?
Douglas Dunn
I think it’s a very important part, very important indeed. If you went to the conservatory to continue studies in playing the piano, I don’t think anyone is going to encourage you to stop practising your scales. You have skills to learn and these are necessary for that moment when you really do have something terribly important for you to say. At least you’ve got an armoury; you’ve got the skills to do it and that’s very important. There’s no point in relying on some sort of God given free verse. I don’t think God likes free verse.  

Track 7
Bill Herbert
Given Sean O’Brien’s focus on the craft of poetry, I asked him about form.  
An interesting starting point for a lot of new writers would be to just talk about how you came to metre, and how you began to write the metrical line, as opposed to the free verse line.  
Sean O’Brien
I came to writing in metre gradually and without, in the early stages, much very conscious analysis of it. I started probably by writing the odd ballad, which is as simple as you can get, really … and as capacious as well. And I moved in and out of thinking metrically for some time but, if I look at my early work, it’s really … in the early 80s, when I began to work on a poem called ‘Cousin Coat’, that metre became a really deliberate, significant feature in what I do. It’s about feeling a responsibility to history, to those you have to do with who went before. And to go on making their case. The speaker of the poem is wearing a very heavy black overcoat which has probably been lying in the Aire Canal in Leeds for the last hundred and fifty years and just been dug out. At the same time he’s always been wearing it.  
‘Cousin Coat’ 
You are my secret coat. You’re never dry.
You wear the weight and stink of black canals,                      Malodorous companion,we know why                     
It’s taken me so long to see we’re pals;                            
To learn why my acquaintance never sniff                          
Or send me notes to say I stink of stiff.                                                                                                              But you don’t talk, historical bespoke.                                                          You must be worn, be intimate as skin.                                                                                                                              And though I never lived what you invoke                                  At birth I was already buttoned in.                                       Your clammy itch became my atmosphere,                                An air made half of anger, half of fear.                                                                                                                                               And what you are is what I tried to shed.                                                                                                                             In libraries with Donne and Henry James.                             You’re here to bear a message from the dead                               Whose history’s dishonoured with their names.                      You mean the North, the poor and troopers sent                           To shoot down those who showed their discontent.
And that poem was really written once as, what we should probably call, a free verse piece and then completely rewritten in stanzas – very strictly rhyming metrical stanzas – because I came to feel that there was a sort of correlation between the poem’s … not so much the poem’s content, but the poem’s attitude to itself, and a kind of deliberation of form and the … possibly the authority that form might confer.
Bill Herbert
I think this is one of the issues that, when people are coming towards form, are beginning to write in it, it’s one of the things that they find difficult – perhaps they associate it with, as you say, a traditional and possibly a reactionary traditional way of looking at the world. And also it comes, I think, with a lot of fear. How do you think people get over that? I mean, how did you come to get over that, or did you not experience it?  

Sean O’Brien
I may, when I was pretty young, have felt what I think is quite commonly felt – that form was … in some way looked anachronistic, and in some way was associated with things I didn’t want to associate with. But, in the late 1970s, I was very fortunate in having several years of informal tutoring from Douglas Dunn, you know … who put me straight about this and many other things as well … you know … indicated that form is an imaginative obligation. The major thing about form, in the first instance, is that it is a craft skill. It is something you have to learn how to do. It is something you have to practise and get better at. Some people are very lucky. They have a very, very highly developed ear for the musicality of the line very quickly and … you know … good luck to them. That’s great. But the rest of us actually have to learn how to get ten syllables and five stresses, for example, to use an iambic line. How to get them to actually work … you know … to be both natural and rhetorical; to be both spoken and … you know … have some kind of imaginative consequence to them. And I think one of the things that’s really bedevilled late modernity and our period is the intellectually very empty assumption that craft is something that people used to do and what we have now are ideas which are much superior. And I think form, which is what we’re talking about, is where the poetry really is.

Bill Herbert
There’s a sense, isn’t there, that people bring to it, that it is a kind of decoration, that it doesn’t have a use?

Sean O’Brien
Although we think in terms of lines, I think in terms of verse paragraphs or entire poems as well, which have a kind of cumulative, unfurling rhythm within them to which every phrase and line contributes, you know … so there’s an architectonic, where a combination of flesh and architecture and breath that goes into the making of a poem, all of which has to sit comfortably with itself. So form is not simply an empty activity. It’s not a building of decorated containers, or vehicles into which meaning is placed, you know … form is the producer of meaning, which is of course a very ambiguous remark, because the incompetent poet ends up with meanings he doesn’t want because he hasn’t got control of form.

Bill Herbert
Can you contrast that with free verse in any way? I mean … how does one go about deciding a poem which ought to be in free verse?
Sean O’Brien
In so far as I’ve any firm view of it, I think that the decision is made almost before consciousness, that a particular poem just takes to form of a traditionally recognised sort and another is more of an improvisation. You know … weighing of one phrase against another without so much regard for line length, for example … or necessarily for stress counting, even, that there is a kind of justice of the utterance on which American poets, in particular, have devoted a great deal of time and effort. And somebody like Robert Creeley, whose work in itself I don’t find particularly interesting – I find very, very interesting formally because of the absolutely meticulous, fastidious determination to decide where the line break is … you know … in free verse, for example, that will have the maximum dramatising, performative effect on the poem without distorting what is speakable. I think the relation between the dramatic and the speakable has quite a lot to do with free verse when it’s really working. The mid-period of somebody like Louis Simpson seems to me very interesting … a kind of apparently conversational, anecdotal free verse, that’s actually very, very carefully weighed, you know … and you don’t realise how remarkably rhetorical it is until you turn away from the poem, you know … what you’ve been led to believe is just somebody talking is actually somebody working on you.  

Bill Herbert
What are the dangers of free verse?  

Sean O’Brien
Well, I think the danger of free verse – and it’s a danger suffered by other kinds of verse as well, but it … perhaps it’s particularly exposed in free verse – is of a kind of religiosity of the self. You know … that the most banal apprehension is treated as if it were the kind of … the annunciation of the birth of the new Christ. There’s a terrible hush that surrounds the words on the page. And, again, I’d have to say that American poets tend to be terribly guilty of this, you know … they go in awe of their own utterances rather too readily. So, I think free verse is to be practised with caution, perhaps, because it becomes readily very habitual and it invites a disregard really for line and line break, even though it emphasizes these things. 

Bill Herbert
The idea of the poet building something, constructing something points us towards the root of the stanza … in stanza – the room. I’m just wondering how you go about building these rooms within poems. Are you a stanzaic writer and do you use established ones? You talked about the ballad. Or do you invent new ones and, if so, how do you do that?

Sean O’Brien
I am a stanzaic writer but I’m also an improviser. That quite frequently I’m looking for the kind of stanzaic justice that can be promulgated in a particular poem. I mean … sometimes I think, yes, I see this as a poem in iambic pentameters and it will be in rhyming sestets – rhyming AB, AB, CC – sometimes that is just immediately apparent. Something in the tone, as much as anything else, indicates that’s how it’s going to be. Sometimes, however, I’m writing something which isn’t rhymed and which isn’t so rigorously metrical, though nonetheless very rhythmically driven. There’s one thing that tends to characterise my work, it’s rhythmically driven, even when it’s not operating particularly conventionally. I’m interested in sonnets. I think it’s a form … if I put in this way … it’s a form I’ve never been able to satisfy. You know … I feel I’ve got not enough or too much. The limits of your thinking are exposed by this in some way. If you look at great sonnets in the tradition, of which there are an awful lot, there’s never any sense of something being deflated or inflated. There’s a sort of natural congruence between form and utterance. And I just think that’s extremely difficult to accomplish.

Bill Herbert
This makes, again, a point of intimidation for the new writer. You know … there’s that sense that you are up against everything before, which again I think must make it very difficult for someone to actually embark on these. And I often wonder whether the new writer should be attempting these things at all.

Sean O’Brien
You know … without being a bigot about it, I quite often come across students … you know … who’ve been somewhere else and they’ve written sestinas and villanelles and it’s as if they’ve been subjected to a cruel and unusual punishment, you know. And what they’ve produced is something which is genuinely empty. It’s all container … you know … it’s all hat and no cattle … you know … they’ve done it … er … but in fact what’s happened is it’s done them. The poem has escaped alive … you know … into the ether again. It’s very difficult to write a villanelle, I mean … William Empson’s variations on villanelles are to me – along with one or two bits of Auden – the most interesting examples of it because Empson’s having to remake this damn thing for himself … you know.  

Bill Herbert
Something there which comes back to the point I think you started with – the metric line – that these are things which must be discovered and made afresh by the writer in the act of writing.

Sean O’Brien
Yes, you have to just sit there for as long as it takes and you’ll know … you know … when you’ve managed to do it right … you know when you’ve managed to produce a handful of lines that actually metrically work and are natural, but also do their rhetorical job. But the iambic line, for example, is fantastically diverse. I mean … it’s not one thing. It’s a bit like saying that football is one thing. Well yes… you know… but there’s a difference between Hartlepool United and Real Madrid … you know … and I think you have to come in at the Hartlepool United end … you know … and work upwards to get into Europe. But also, just the difference in sound between somebody like Dryden writing an iambic line and somebody like Wordsworth and somebody like Keats and then modern poets writing the iambic line – they all have their own inflection on it. It’s tonal as much as anything … you know … in the same way as you have great sax players. Tones can be heard at a distance. I mean … you know who it is you’re listening to without having to be told … you know.

Bill Herbert
I think you’re almost saying there that form’s a way of searching for voice.  

Sean O’Brien
Yes, or of staging your own voice … I might put it that way … that I think dramatisation has a lot to do with it. I don’t mean self-dramatisation and hysteria; I just mean being able to enhance those aspects of your imagination as it speaks itself, which are pertinent … you know … to have a range of tones at your disposal which will be assisted by attention to caesura and line breaks and so on. We all know … I mean … anybody who’s stuck at this business long enough has the odd occasion where you think, yes, actually I recognise that,  that’s me at some point … you know. It doesn’t happen very often but occasionally you think, yes … you know. And often it’s a surprising recognition that you didn’t quite recognise this figure who’s kind of coming shambling out of the tunnel … you know … with an arrow through his hat. But it is … you know … somehow, by luck and judgement, you’ve just got that arrangement of syllables and noises that actually has some authority – and I think authority’s what I’m really after.  

Track 8
Bill Herbert
When Jo Shapcott was visiting Newcastle University to do a workshop, we talked about her awareness of theme.

Jo Shapcott 
I actually don’t think in terms of theme and subject … in a way theme and subject takes me back in a simple way to thinking – yes, subject – that’s the title of the poem… you know… shoes or teatrays … you know … that’s what the poem’s about and  then maybe theme is something scattered among a lot of poems. But clearly that leaves so much out, doesn’t it? I’m aware that what’s going on in one of my poems is almost just as much about a kind of image story. And maybe it’s that that’s guiding me through the poem rather than what the ostensible subject is. One of the exciting things is that you can take a poem – Cabbages – and read it at that level, and maybe find out a lot about cabbages through that and get quite excited about the music and the patterns in the poem – but you might dip into it again and find something different. You might notice there’s something about the inner life, about dreams, secrets, aspirations as well and then you start thinking about that strange relationship – that perhaps a bit surreal relationship – and you get shocked out of your normal way of thinking.  

Bill Herbert
I’m just curious about how you first become aware, ‘Oh, I’ve got a theme’?

Jo Shapcott
That’s a very difficult question because in different poems – and I think it happens at different stages – that … you know … very often, when you’re at the point where you’re putting together a book, you discover, looking back at your own work, kind of new themes that you actually didn’t realise you’d put in there, that are radiating out of the work very strongly, and might actually suggest to you a way of ordering the poems in that book to enhance the theme, to make the poems talk to each other.  

Bill Herbert
This implies a state of tolerating not knowing …  you know … for quite a long time what it is you’re doing exactly.

Jo Shapcott
I think that’s essential when trying to write a poem. I think that’s absolutely perhaps the essence of it – that if, through the act of writing the poem, you don’t discover something that you didn’t know you knew, or something fresh, then that poem is somehow dead, I think. I think the reader also gets excited by the excitement that is contained in the poem from your discovery. And very often it is that image narrative that gives you that discovery. It’s the resonances of the metaphors that you choose that you need to be alert to because that may be telling you the real story of your poem.  

Bill Herbert
So let’s come back to the title for a moment, then. Is it possible to … perhaps … argue then that you …you do embark on a subject – teatrays, snow – but you discover a theme?

Jo Shapcott 
That might be a good way of putting it. I checked out the origin of the words ‘subject’ and ‘theme’ and it’s quite interesting; they both mean almost the same thing – one from Greek, one from Latin – they mean ‘to put down’ or ‘to place’. But the difference may be in ‘subject’ because it’s got that ‘sub’ prefix which means ‘down’ that ‘theme’ doesn’t have. So maybe the subject, because its place, is where you put the theme – theme maybe lives inside the subject, but is more than the subject, like its house. I think writers get obsessions and they don’t go away. So those ideas might be living with you for many, many years and I think maybe that’s what obsession is. You return to it to discover something new – almost coming at it from lots and lots of different angles as if only that way can you get to the truth. And you can see that in Leonardo da Vinci. I mean … if you look at his notebooks he’ll follow the idea of a spiral – through the spiral in a leaf pattern, in water, in waves, in clouds and he’ll write about it, he’ll sketch it – every medium, every kind of spiral he can see and he won’t let go ’til he feels he’s … kind of … looked at it from every single angle and every possible way.  

Bill Herbert
I’m beginning to understand your idea of the image story when you’re giving these instances. It’s not narrative, though, is it? It’s analogical.  

Jo Shapcott
I think that’s absolutely right. When we think of metaphor we often think of it … I think … wrongly as kind of parallels so … I don’t know… a cloud is like a teatray. There’s a kind of parallel there.  But I think it would be true to say there’s a relationship and there’s connection of actually like and not like. And that’s exciting.  

Bill Herbert
Is this how you begin to suspect that you’re writing a sequence, when you get these thrills, these moments?

Jo Shapcott 
Well, I’ve got about nine or ten poems written in the voice of a mad cow and I only ever intended her to have one single poem, and funnily enough she stayed with me. She got lots and lots.

Bill Herbert
Again, come back to people who are beginning to write, who are beginning to think, shall I write two poems on this theme, or should I just try and get it all into one poem? There’s a question about how much you need to be aware in order to make these decisions.

Jo Shapcott
I think you can’t be totally aware, because something happens at the end of the process of you writing a poem – that is that you give it to a reader and you won’t know everything that reader knows. The reader is going to bring a whole lot of other experiences and ideas to your poem. I mean … I’ve got a little poem called ‘Goat’, which is ostensibly about a goat in which the speaker undergoes a metamorphosis, rather like … you know … that green guy who changes into the hulk.  So this happens in my poem ‘Goat’. But people … when I read it at a reading, people often come up and talk to me about it and they’ll say, ‘You know you read that poem “Goat”. Well, that was actually about greed, wasn’t it?’ And I’ll go – ‘Oh yeah, hmm, hmm.’ ‘Or – that was actually about consumerism.’ And I’ll go – ‘Well, that’s really interesting, yeah’. Or most often they’ll say – ‘That poem “Goat”, that was about men, don’t you think?’  

Bill Herbert
There’s a nice idea in there that one ostensible subject may have many themes and that’s one of the great delights of a poem; that it can be re-read in so many ways and that some of these will mean more to you than others. And that’s a learning process that you embark on as a writer. So, when that becomes most conscious – I think you were suggesting that it’s when you get towards the end of a process, and if that process were writing a sequence or writing a collection – how does that relate to how you would then order the collection? Is there a narrative that you’re trying to establish at that point?  

Jo Shapcott
There is. I think actually happening more and more in contemporary poetry, there’s a lot of attention paid to how the book is laid out – in what order the poems come – which I think is relatively new. Even when I published my first book, which was in the 1980s, there wasn’t so much attention to that. I mean … in a way they were just … my poems just went in chronologically. But now it’s almost like writing another poem on a bigger scale – actually how you put the poems together. And you do find that they resonate and speak to each other and you can group them, if you like, to intensify a certain theme. I think that is a really exciting thing about picking up that slim book of poems – that you’ve got more than one experience, if you like. You have that experience of reading the poem and inhabiting that world and … I think each poem is its own world, but then you’ve got the larger experience of inhabiting the world that is the whole book and wandering through it, going back to it, getting to know it and then feeling the poems as they relate to each other. It’s almost two different experiences but both are ones that you want.  

Bill Herbert
We’ve been talking about subject and theme. And when we talked about subject it seemed like that was potentially something that was … you know … like a title; it was a definition, almost. I think some people sometimes worry that if theme exists in their writing, it ought to be similarly definite – almost an abstraction … you know … like their theme is Englishness. It’s a very definite thing. 

Jo Shapcott
I think it’s got to be more fluid than that, that you may have written several poems which … you know … to others it would be apparent, have a strong theme … and not recognise it for a while and then realise that something is of interest to you and then consciously develop it.

Bill Herbert
Do you ever think about these matters when you’re writing a poem?

Jo Shapcott
I think you probably don’t and, in the end, I suspect you hope your reader won’t be consciously driving themselves to think about them either when they’re reading that poem. We’ve talked about a poem in terms of it being a world of its own – it’s got all… so many different aspects to it which are to do with its music, the way that it appeals to you beyond your conscious level as a reader. And I think all those things operate. Themes help that but themes aren’t the whole story – they’re only part of it.

Bill Herbert
So, this is something which comes up at stages in the writing process? But it certainly doesn’t sound like it’s something you should set out on a little piece of paper before you write the poem.

Jo Shapcott
Definitely not. I think you must try and discover something through the poem that you didn’t know you knew. And, if you have it all planned out like that, if you’ve got it mapped, then you’re going to get lost in an ironic kind of way. You’ll be lost.  

Bill Herbert
OK, so … drawing the map is the best way of getting lost?

Jo Shapcott
Yes, exactly.  
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