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Foreword

Liz Lochhead first appeared in print in 1972 with the award-winning publication Memo for Spring, and it is hard to say when a small pamphlet of poems has made such an impact. Lochhead’s Spring blossomed out into the very male landscape of Scottish poetry and somehow managed to make that landscape female. Throughout her subsequent work, in poems such as ‘What the Pool Said, on Midsummer’s Day’, Liz Lochhead has continued to find new ways through language of claiming her country. Her appointment as Makar in 2011, succeeding her dear friend Edwin Morgan, had a sense of rightness and inevitability about it. Her unique voice, a warm broth of quirky rhythms, streetwise speech patterns, showbiz pazzaz, tender lyricism and Scots, liberated a generation of women writers: Kathleen Jamie, Janice Galloway, Ali Smith, Jackie Kay and many more have all been influenced and inspired by her.

Lochhead’s early work combined wit and poetry with a feminist aesthetic that felt fresh and exciting, and her work continues to display a zeitgeisty energy. Her monologues about ordinary women in trying or comic situations gained her a popularity which sees her today established as a National Treasure, and yet she remains essentially modest and humble – a modesty rooted in her skill and sensitivity as a love poet. The recent love poems which open this collection are among her finest work.

There’s a famous painting by Sandy Moffat, Poets’ Pub (1980) that depicts a literary world populated exclusively by men. It would be impossible to paint that picture today, because the faces of Scottish writers have changed forever, and much of that is due to Lochhead – a pioneer in her own country, a trailblazer. ‘Poets need not be garlanded,’ writes Liz Lochhead in the final poem here – but she is garlanded, justly so, and is well loved for her generous, life-enhancing poetry.

Carol Ann Duffy, June 2011




Author’s Note

I don’t want to say anything about the poems in this book except: here they are. (A boy in a school once said to me, ‘See when you wrote that poem about the bull, what were you really trying to say?’ – a question which both struck me dumb and made me sad for him; his teaching had made him feel that a poem was a coded way of saying something else. A tedious code, too, that he had to crack, and prove he’d cracked it in an essay, and pass an exam. ‘Well, that really,’ was all I could, eventually, manage.)

About this particular choosing (though another day, another year, I might have come out with a quite different selection, who knows?) – and, especially about the ordering of the poems, all I’ll say is the obvious: that they aren’t put together chronologically, but I’ve, instead, let one poem suggest a following sister poem that seems, to me at least, somehow to belong with it.

So that, for instance, a poem like ‘The Choosing’ – personal, autobiographical and one of the first things I ever wrote (about forty-five years ago in the late 1960s when I was eighteen) finds itself up against ‘Kidspoem/Bairnsang’, a ‘first-the-phone-call’ poem originally written on commission for a BBC London Education programme – sometime in the mid or late 1990s – as ‘a dialect poem’ with the worthy aim of encouraging school children from John O’ Groats to Land’s End to realise they had the right to keep writing, ‘creatively’ at least, in ‘hometown English’. It was an occasional piece that I decided later was worth keeping – and worth promoting to ‘poem’ status.

See, I do write quite a lot of ‘occasional’ poems, light verse, rhyming – often rude-and-rhyming – poems, entertainments, out-loud performance pieces, dramatic monologues – and I’m certainly not ashamed of them at all. They are good fun (as well as sometimes, technically, quite hard work) to write, and, yes, audiences at poetry readings enjoy them. But in A Choosing you won’t find the ‘Vymura Shade Card’ or ‘Verena’, just the ones which finally retain enough mystery for me to think of them as ‘proper poems’.

It is painful going back over your own work, your own life, but, in the end, I quite enjoyed and became interested in making what seemed to me to be these new connections strung out over time, even if to others they might well appear to be just a lucky bag, a random flinging-together without much rhyme or reason.

It is a pleasure, though, to see the making of the book get to its final stages, to proof it, to work with others on choosing the cover. From among a few drawings of mine I’ve kept, charcoal or oil-pastel studies for long-lost canvases from my first year at Glasgow School of Art – drawings done at exactly the same time as I was writing the very earliest pieces in this book like ‘The Choosing’ – everyone seems to want to go with Girl Undressing: black bra, red tights, pink shoes from 1967. This feels like a nice emotional connection in 2011.

I’d like to thank, very much indeed, for their advice with the contents of this selection – I really could not have done it without them – Robyn Marsack of the Scottish Poetry Library, and Peggy Hughes of the same excellent organisation. And Sarah Ream – a brilliant editor from initial concept down to sensitive nit-picking proofing and copy-editing. And, as ever, my patient editor at Polygon, Neville Moir, and book-designer, book-lover, Jim Hutcheson – indeed to all at Polygon. Thanks to all these good friends.

And – above all – to Carol Ann Duffy, not just for her introduction here, but for her generosity, support, good advice, love and encouragement, which I depend on always, in my life as well as in my work.
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