Poetry Competition Report

Long list (in no particular order): Waiting Game, His Last Ride, Original Recipe, A Quiet Murder, Grave A23, After Eden, Daffodils, Pink Jumper and Matching Underwear, Heming, Instructions to Arachne, The Puberty Tree, On Interrupting a Wake, How To Speak to a Creek, Poem for Saint Swithin’s Day

Short list (in no particular order): Man and Wives, Still Life with Vegetables, Come Back My Love, Pigeons, Taking visitors to our parish church, Another Sky, Dreaming the Dead, Pronunciation Lessons in the Labour Ward 

Winners

1st
The Horse

2nd
Turning

3rd
The Badminton Match

Having entered lots of contests down the years, I know from bitter experience what it’s like to have your work of genius shunned. Sometimes I’ve even see another of my duffers given a prize!


There’s an arbitrary element in any attempt to rank poems. At its mysterious heart, poetry has nothing at all to do with competition.


That isn’t to say you can’t judge competence, of course. The word ‘poet’ comes from an old Greek root that mean ‘maker’ – and, as any craftswoman will tell you, a skill at making things is developed through years of dedication and sacrifice.


There were more than 150 entries to this year’s contest. The first few poems that missed the cut had, I suspect, been produced by writers who haven’t yet read enough (or maybe not yet read it carefully enough). The poet Terry Gifford once told my students at the University of Chichester: “The quality of your reading will show itself in your writing.” That’s worth putting on a card above your writing desk.


Once I was down to the final 50, things got a lot tougher. You start to doubt yourself while you’re away from a poem: “OK, it wasn’t brilliantly written – but what a great title! What a memorable opening line!”


What the heck is a judge looking for, anyway? Well, I guess the same as any reader. She likes skill with imagery and language, an imaginative and fitting use of form, economy with words, accuracy of thought and emotion, a stimulating use of the senses…


You try to balance form against feeling, as you hope the poet did. You want to admire technique, of course. But you also want to be moved in some way – not only to tears, but also perhaps to laughter, or to a new position of understanding, or to anger, or memory, or love, or…


Recently I realised that the best poems are magic tricks. They send a goosebump through the air. If the poem is a good ‘un, the goosebump will land on a stranger’s skin. As for the stranger, maybe she hasn’t even been born yet. Because the poem doesn’t only float through space – it travels through time, too. 

All the poems on the longlist moved me in one way or another. These were the pieces that sustained themselves not only over the course of the poem but also while I was walking around in the street or trying to concentrate on my work. Call it a haunting, if you like.

In 3rd place, I eventually decided upon ‘Badminton’, a meditation upon political dirty tricks which is disguised as a wonderfully involving account of a badminton match! This is a poem that works like a burglar – it comes in through the side door, approaching its subject from a cunning, unexpected angle! I admired its use of rhyme, and its combination of seriousness and play. Some critics may find the poem’s central conceit a little mechanical, but I forgave the poet, who drew me into the fierce delicacies of a hard-fought sporting encounter. It’s an eccentric poem, and witty with it. I smiled through the first three stanzas, and shared the poet’s puzzled anger by the close.

In 2nd place is the impressive ‘Turning’, a violent description of a potter at work. It isn’t just the poem’s brilliant technical trick of inverting the lines at the halfway point (so that the poem reads the same both backwards and forwards) – it’s also the intensity created by the inversion and the way in which this feeds the repetitions, so that the poem triggers an unspoken sense of obsession. There’s an invisible force-field around this poem, and it burns through the potter as she shapes and shatters her creations. 

On another day, I may have chosen ‘Turning’ as the winner, but in the end I awarded 1st prize to ‘The Horse’, less dazzling perhaps in its use of form but skilful in its restrained deployment of free verse, and dazzling in its imagery. If WH Auden was right when he said that Heaven ought to contain a bit of old mining equipment, then this poem is proof. Its dreamers’ search for a Nirvana of oil is made terrifying by the Biblical creature that looms up out of the oil-wells.

‘The Horse’ possesses some of the qualities of good fiction. There is a narrative here, if slightly off-centre. And there’s also the kind of clarity you get from fiction’s sense of purpose. But the poem’s single-minded devotion to the apocalypse is infused with mystery too. Ultimately, the horse becomes not only a metaphor for greed and environmental greed but also for the tragedies of the human heart. It is a poem that will clatter around my life for weeks to come.

I am sorry if I lacked the wisdom to choose your poem for a prize this year. In my defence, I would say that the standard of the work was high, and the final choices very difficult. Although we live in hard times, these are good days to be a reader and writer of poetry – and I hope that all of those who entered this year’s contest will go on contributing to our beautiful, difficult, and rewarding art-form. “Do what you love, and try to get better at it.” That’s what I believe.

Thank you for sending in your work, and good luck for the future. 

David Swann
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