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Prologue

 


This e-book
contains most of my poems and bits of nonsense that others deemed
worthy of publication in various small press magazines (and Viz)
between the years 1992-2005 when I eventually gave up writing
poetry through gradual apathy. Excluding the ones I don’t like and
no one else liked it comes in at under 30 of them so to pad it out
I’ve written this forward which is longer than the collection its
self about my half arsed meanderings through the poetry world
between the ages of 21 and 33 before the internet was invented and
everyone could just shout at each other over the ether perpetually
and have it held against them by future employers and the general
public. Not that people were not equally outraged in the early
1990s … they just did it quietly… because no one could hear.

 


Most poets see
their first collection as a stepping stone along a long career. I,
on the other hand, see mine firmly as the end of my poetry career.
As Michael Jackson would say : This Is It. Although I may have
written some more – I just don’t feel like inflicting them on the
world. It’s about 10 years since I tried to get a poem published in
a literary magazine and as result this stuff now seems both a long
time ago and more like a block of what for a better word I’ll call
“work” that might be worth collecting together …just …so I thought
I’d better do so in case I snuff it. As Edward Lennox Wallace the
antihero of Stephen Fry’s The Hippopotamus once remarked “reading
other people’s poems is like smelling their farts” …or something
along those lines but never-the-less as this is an e-book not a
real book (unless you chose unwisely to purchase the corporeal
version) so I thought it would be fun to leave in the bad as
well as the average.

 


The reason I
started writing poems is rather uninspiring. I wanted to write and
there was no internet so I joined a writing group at University and
that’s what everyone else did. Without the life experience or skill
to write a novel, play, script or something more complex poetry was
something we could all attempt with varying degrees of success or
failure as poems are description before plot – so I did. The
downside of this is, of course, that writing a poem anyone wants to
read or publish is very hard because of the quantity of competition
and obscurity of the form. Also the early poems were sort of semi
performance pieces – that is they were written to be read out loud
– whereas the later ones were written for the printed page. What
works on the page often sounds rubbish when spoken… and visa versa…
different types of crap.

 


The – for want
of a better phrase – career path in poetry at the time was to write
six poems at a time and post them to a poetry magazine who would
maybe select one or two to publish at any time between 6 months and
2 years later and to keep doing this until you’ve been published
widely enough and published by enough people in the small press to
get together enough poems that a publisher of slim volumes no one
reads might decide that you now have a large enough profile that
someone may be interested in reading a whole book of your
witterings. Most poetry magazines are/ were edited by people
attempting to, as their writers were, raise their profile – sorry,
I mean ….are written by people who are very interested in poetry as
a form. Actually today it’s probably true that most poetry
publishers and editors are very interested in poetry as a form but
in the past there were a lot more interlopers and entryists like me
who’ve since left. Many of the early pieces here I would not even
attempt to write as poetry these days. They are pieces of satire,
nonsense, review and sub-journalism and the reason they’re in a
form of a poem is because there was a larger market for poetry than
for all these other forms. Today you can publish pretty much what
you like on the internet in any form but in the 1980s and 1990s it
was not so. So really… The poetry world was simply where I first
found I could get stuff published and listened to …so as people
started to offer to publish my nonsense... so I wrote stuff and as
people continued to print it I wrote more stuff... etc .. etc… much
like my comedy career which continues because people book me rather
than because I’ve thought about why I’m doing it or because the
public enjoys it. At least with comedy you have the excuse that you
need to do gigs because you have booked gigs. I’m not sure what my
excuse for continually writing poems was. Do I need one?

 


I’ve always
been writing something but much of it is unreadable and consigned
to old ring binders. Honestly I wasn’t that interested in poetry….
But I wasn’t disinterested. It was more a question of if you don’t
know much about performing and you’re not a journalist or a stand
up what else do you do? Also I was a bit dyslexic and poems are
enormously easier to read than novels so I found the poetry world
easier to engage with. So that’s another reason. Anyway it seemed
at least one up on just being another commentator on something –
although, of course, many of my poems were just commentaries
masquerading as poems. What I’m driving at is the supposedly bad
stuff is at the start of this ebook which is in a vague
chronological order … but reading it today I wasn’t sure what was
good or bad..?

 


After a while I
figured out that different editors had different requirements and
the solution to getting published was in many ways to meet the
editor half way by reading the kind of thing they published and
writing something that seemed to fit that style. But when you think
about that … that’s like the “accepted” logic of stand up reversed.
Instead of everybody trying to find their own style many in the
literary world are trying to emulate the same style. Okay, that’s
hugely over simplistic but let’s just say from the start I could
see problems with the model of evaluating things…

 


All literary
poetry magazines were/are financed by their subscribers who are, to
a large extent, their writers too creating an interesting overlap
of responsibilities. Such is the vanity publishing ouroboros. At
the bottom of the pile were those magazines who simply published
what their readers sent in based on how much cash they have… which
is of course absurdly democratic. But if you’re going to pay to be
published why bother paying for space with someone else? Suffice to
say the economics of the bottom end of the poetry scene which I
used to inhabit mirrored in many ways the economics of the bottom
end of the comedy scene which I now inhabit.

 


Like the open
mic circuit the poetry world insisted on articles of faith such as
that one should read as much poetry as possible in order to become
a better poet. While this may be a good idea in general it did seem
to me somewhat obviously self serving and the fact that no one
seemed to see how self serving it was seemed to me beyond parody.
No small press editor was ever going to say that you didn’t need to
read their magazine in order to be good enough to be in it. Also as
a comedian I to some extent avoid watching some comedians too much
as I’m scared of absorbing their material or becoming a clone in
terms of delivery. In the poetry world these problems bothered
nobody. None of this is to say that the published had no intrinsic
artistic value. It is art and it does exist so some of it must be
of some value. It’s just that most of valuable stuff is submerged
in a sea of dross – like what appears in this volume. And of course
that sea is in my view made deeper but no more easily navigable by
Arts Council/Lottery funding. There seemed to me a direct
correlation between Arts Council/Lottery funding and the
incomprehensibility of some magazines.

 


As time went on
and the internet was invented suddenly writing for the small press
seemed increasingly absurd. You could write directly on the
internet and be read instantly. So why did people still insist that
they needed to be published on paper – with all the technical
limitations that that entails? For instance most of the later
“serious” poems in this collection are no longer than 40 lines.
There’s a reason for this. The economics of paper publishing and
subscriber magazines means that any poem that brakes the 40 line
limit is unlikely to be economic enough to publish and even if it
is good enough to publish ….it would be a huge risk on many levels
for most editors to publish anything longer than 40 lines …which is
about as much as you can get on an A5 page without splitting the
poem over the page. As a result my poems got shorter and shorter
until now they are zero lines…. Yes when the internet came along it
was as if a veil had been lifted. I mean okay maybe there’s
something to be said for paper but surely it would make it easier
for the poor to participate if these people also issued their small
press magazine in e-book form which would keep the price down.
Besides which I read nothing on paper these days unless it doesn’t
exist in downloadable format because I actually find it easier to
read on the internet. The fact that they don’t do this only
confirms to me my long held suspicion that secretly much of the
poetry world is not about quality but about snobbery. Not that it
was exactly a well kept secret. I mean do none of these people have
a Kindle? Really? To be fair there are certain bulk volume economic
advantages of a large print run vs print on demand and there are
some great poetry websites and paper magazines out there but there
still seem to me to be many people in the poetry world clinging to
paper like it’s a life raft? Why? It was shit. Move on. Or at least
think about it…

 


That all said I
did notice that when I wrote an okay poem it was usually snapped up
by the first editor to read it whereas when I wrote a bad or
mediocre poem it would be continually rejected sequentially by an
endless procession of editors. As most editors suggested sending in
a “hand of six” I’d use some of the bad ones to bulk out the fact
that actually I wasn’t writing new ones very fast. As I got
slightly better at it the volume of time it took to write one poem
I liked got increasingly longer till now it has reached near to
infinity. I was learning to self edit… but it was still nice to
have someone else decide your work was worthy of attention. Just as
comedians test their works against audiences, poets likes to test
their works about editors. One of the poems was even reprinted in
an anthology about World War One by http://www.wilfredowen.org.uk
and I think I once received a cheque for £15 from some editor. So
there is money in poetry. It’s just pin money.

 


Individual
editors had their eccentricities of course. Roger Elkin was
obsessed by line breaks in a way I still don’t fully comprehend but
I feel he had a point somewhere. And Carole Baldock once sat on one
of my poems for about a year before sending me a version she had
re-written herself a week before publication asking casually if I
minded the changes. Well, erm… Yes. Accepting the poem then saying
you want to rewrite it months later is to say the least a little
disingenuous / indecisive. After all if it was crap why accept it
to begin with? “I’m an editor. Therefore I edit” she said but it
has to be said in the strictest sense editing is taking things out
not putting them in or completely rewriting. Here’s my diplomatic
reply as reprinted in her organ…
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… sparking lots
of replies by angry self righteous prigs queuing up to have their
voice turned into someone else’s. However what annoyed me was not
just her actions but the general doctrine of the poetry world that
all that is important in poetry is the best and most perfect
arrangement of the words. Not their meaning or what is being said.
Poems are made of words not ideas it was often bleated which while
literally true is as intellectually asinine as saying the Shard is
made of steel and glass not blueprints. But then I suppose if the
poetry world said things it’d find it far harder to apply for Arts
Council funding. Anyway this was the point in
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What are you on? That is not the poem I wrote. 1 know it’s fashionable to use
monosyllabic sentences whenever possible but it is not the way 1 think or speak so I
don’t write that way. You have changed the words to make it sound pretentious and
arty whereas | puta lot of effort into finding words that are functional and bland and
vernacular that thyme internally as well as end-of-line and repeat. You've changed it
cosmetically to make it sound better and 1 think it sounds worse. All this emphasis on
‘every single word” is intellectual arsewipe anyway. Shit thought is shit thought no
matter how many words are used. And stuff all this extra punctuation. Semi-colons
are 5000 1890s. Can 1 make some of my own decisions about speech patterns,
wordiness and what the human mind can cope with (bollocks though they might be)?

This is exactly why so many people feel excluded from the poetry world. All the
poets are forced to conform to the same arbitrary rules and use ‘as few words as
possible” at all times so none of the poems read like individual voices, all of them
clones. Sometimes more is more — even though, of course, it must be that less is more
because some twat who's full of shit said it. If youiron out all the creases you end up
with a stiff shirt.

What is the advantage in a poem about boredom having no repetition? This is a
poem about emptiness and boredom so it re-uses the same words. ‘Silence” is a
fantastic word. ‘Quiet’ is homely and nice and relaxing, ‘Silence’ is emptiness and the
void and blank. You choose to be quiet. No one chooses silence.. .much. Silenceisa
property of the environment. 1t's something you notice rather than something you
choose. Itis in my mind, anyway. “Quiet’ is something teachers ask for.

Your version is too terse, blunt, cutting. You've changed the poem to how you
would have written it. Why don’t Ijust give you the idea and you can write your own
poem — because poems are made of words notideas. I'm fed up with editors changing
the odd word here and the odd line there. They're just obsessive control freaks who
need to geta life and have no sense of tact.

1 am an Editor, therefore 1 edit...





