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Introduction
There are two poems in this book about the actor Daniel Craig, and none about any other Hollywood star. While the situation with regard to rock and pop legends is a little (though not much) more equitable, with Mick Jagger and David Cassidy cropping up in one poem each, it is impossible to deny that, on the actor front, this anthology is heavily biased in favour of Daniel Craig over and above all others.
I draw readers’ attention to this feature of the book because I wouldn’t want anyone to imagine I’m unaware of it. Editors of poetry anthologies, like the judges of literary prizes, are often criticized for perceived imbalances of this sort. As a committed positive-discrimination enthusiast, when I saw that a weighting in favour of Daniel Craig was a risk, I tried to redress the balance by introducing an All-Tom-Cruise shortlisting policy, but then had to abandon it when I found not a single poem about Tom Cruise, which suggests that the teaching of creative writing has been woefully inadequate for the last twenty years, or however long it is since Risky Business came out.
All might be fair in love and war (though in fact it isn’t), but all is certainly not fair in sex. Nevertheless, Daniel Craig stranglehold notwithstanding, there is much diversity in this anthology – diversity of writers, of subject matter and of approach. I am happy to report that the two poems about Daniel Craig couldn’t be more different from one another. One, by a male author, has its narrator gazing lustfully at a photograph of Craig when he ought to be working. The lust is enthusiastic and uncomplicated. The other Craig poem, by a woman, deals with the problems and potential life wreckage associated with sleeping with the actor, even though the narrator doesn’t even like him and therefore has no desire to do so – or so she says.
It would be a mistake to conclude from this exhaustive study of two poems about Daniel Craig that women and men have radically different approaches to sex and that one is more straightforwardly physical than the other. If this book suggests any kind of generalizable truth, it is surely that each writer’s experiences, psychological approach to those experiences and choice of words in expressing him- or herself are unique. Some female poets in this anthology have adopted what might be seen as a traditionally male attitude to sex, at least for as long as it takes to complete a sonnet, and could reasonably claim dual citizenship of Mars and Venus. One of my favourites included here, Edna St Vincent Millay’s ‘I, being born a woman and distressed’, has a narrator who wishes to make it clear in advance that, once the carnal frolics are concluded, she will no longer have any use for her sexual partner; she wants his body but has no interest in his mind.
Outrageous, you might say, particularly if you were a close friend of the man in question. Indeed, if one wanted to take umbrage on behalf of ill-treated sexual partners, there are many hapless victims of poets to be found among these pages, as well as authors and narrators (and authors posing as fictional narrators, as a convenient relationship-saving device), who have been exploited and crushed by cads, the emotionally illiterate, the pathologically narcissistic and the infuriatingly married of both sexes. There are poems here that might seem misandrist or misogynist – Irving Layton’s ‘Bicycle Pump’, for example, or Fleur Adcock’s ‘Madmen’ – which I have included because I am more interested in the ‘Is’ of sex than the ‘Should’. We all make sexist generalizations from time to time – often after sleeping with someone whom we perceive as typifying his or her gender. ‘Men!’ we cry, or ‘Women!’ We forget to qualify our derision with the prefix ‘Some’; sexual disillusionment and a sense of proportion are largely incompatible.
There are poems in this anthology written specifically to encourage people into bed and urge them not to take too long about it – Marvell’s ‘To His Coy Mistress’ being one brilliant example, and Wendy Cope’s ‘Message’ another. There are poems that take a cheerful and cavalier approach to sexual behaviour that many would regard as immoral, poems about fantasizing in the direction of one lover while being in bed with another, about continuing to use a partner’s body for low-level gratification when you know the relationship is over but they don’t. There is a poem about getting a quick blow job in a car and then making a run for it, a poem celebrating illicit sex with colleagues in the office on the grounds that it makes the daily routine of ‘wives and work’ more bearable. Balancing out all of the above are the many poems about wholesome, committed, sanctioned sex that breaks no rules at all.
There was absolutely no moral weighting in the selection I made. To make this clear, I chose to name each chapter of the anthology after a line from one of the poems it contains, rather than use titles such as ‘Married Sex (Holding Society Together)’ and ‘Adultery (Poems by Slags and Home-wreckers)’; I liked the idea of the poets being represented in their own words not only in the poems they have written but even when it came to naming the section of this book in which they would eventually find themselves. There is something dangerous about trying to define another person’s sexual experience, and what might be seen externally as coming under the heading ‘Adultery’ could well feel more like ‘Life Support’ or ‘My One Chance of Happiness’ from the inside. It is hard to define without moralizing, and the constant attempts by many to force sex and morality together – an ineptly arranged marriage of two strangers, bound to end in disaster – often leads to absurdity. As I write this introduction, David Cameron is trying very hard to ban pornography that involves simulated rape scenes between consenting adults, even though many vocal intelligent women are waving copies of Nancy Friday’s My Secret Garden in the air and trying to tell their prime minister that, no, they do not wish to be raped, but that, yes, they do have rape fantasies, which are an entirely different thing and should not be banned or judged. It is possible that, by the time this anthology is published, the only sexual fantasies still legal in the UK will be those that feature Ed Miliband in conversation with a group of intersectionalist feminists who check their privilege every thirty seconds.
Meanwhile, in New York, married mayoral candidate Anthony Weiner is busy being solemn and contrite at press conferences after being caught ‘sexting’ a woman who is not his wife, attaching pictures of his private parts and calling himself ‘Carlos Danger’ (which imaginative and rather sweet alias will, I hope, win him at least a few votes – particularly when one considers that Carlos Danger is an anagram of Roger Scandal, and that Roger Scandal would make a great pseudonym for a poet writing about sex).
Some, though not many, of the poems in this anthology are published under pseudonyms. Auden’s brilliant poem ‘The Platonic Blow’ was first published under another name because of its graphic portrayal of homosexual fellatio. Nowadays, fewer readers would be shocked by that, but when it comes to sex, however far societal norms progress in the direction of enlightened thinking, people will always have something to hide. Many won’t be quite sure why they need to keep their true sexual selves hidden, only that they must. For most of us, our sexual desires pose questions we cannot answer. C. H. Sisson puts it brilliantly in his poem ‘I Who Am’, one of my absolute favourites in this collection, so I will give the last word of this introduction to him, and hope that, wherever he is, he won’t be too shocked by his role as frontman of what I hope will be the raunchiest poetry anthology of the year:


So ask the body. It alone

Knows all you know, and it imparts

Little enough of what is known

To what we call our minds and hearts.




So fumbling bodies try to make

Friendship and love as best they can:

None ever was without mistake

And lies by woman and by man.



Man lies by woman, woman lies

By man, and in a common bed.

Where is the rule which truly tries

What is done there by what is said?
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‘SO ASK THE BODY’







Saturday Morning

Hugo Williams

Everyone who made love the night before

was walking around with flashing red lights

on top of their heads – a white-haired old gentleman,

a red-faced schoolboy, a pregnant woman

who smiled at me from across the street

and gave a little secret shrug,

as if the flashing red light on her head

was a small price to pay for what she knew.







The Plague

Caroline Bird

It takes more than pants and zips

to hide my cunt, it yells in its sleep,

the town is bucking, villagers are pillaging each other.

The bodies pile up, threesomes become foursomes,

the priest fucked a firework, a second coming,

a third, it’s a plague, seven dwarves in one bed,

the policemen have permanent erections,

no one has any blood in their heads,

the vet does curious things to a horse,

a mattress outside every bank,

there’s no point trying to read a book

not unless you take it from behind.

Someone fetch a bucket, a bible, a plug,

a hook to hang these fidgeting frocks,

even that crippled tortoise looks sexy,

my leg has burnt a hole in my trousers.







The Elephant is Slow to Mate

D. H. Lawrence


The elephant, the huge old beast,

    is slow to mate;

he finds a female, they show no haste

    they wait




for the sympathy in their vast shy hearts

    slowly, slowly to rouse

as they loiter along the river-beds

    and drink and browse




and dash in panic through the brake

    of forest with the herd,

and sleep in massive silence, and wake

    together, without a word.




So slowly the great hot elephant hearts

    grow full of desire,

and the great beasts mate in secret at last,

    hiding their fire.




Oldest they are and the wisest of beasts

    so they know at last

how to wait for the loneliest of feasts

    for the full repast.



They do not snatch, they do not tear;

    their massive blood

moves as the moon-tides, near, more near

    till they touch in flood.









On the Happy Corydon and Phyllis

Sir Charles Sedley


Young Corydon and Phyllis

Sat in a lovely grove,

Contriving crowns of lilies,

Repeating toys of love,

And something else, but what I dare not name.




But as they were a-playing,

She ogled so the swain,

It saved her plainly saying,

‘Let’s kiss to ease our pain,

And something else, but what I dare not name.’




A thousand times he kissed her,

Laying her on the green;

But as he further pressed her

A pretty leg was seen,

And something else, but what I dare not name.




So many beauties viewing,

His ardour still increased,

And greater joys pursuing,

He wandered o’er her breast,

And something else, but what I dare not name.




A last effort she trying

His passion to withstand,

Cried, but ’twas faintly crying,

‘Pray take away your hand,

And something else, but what I dare not name.’




Young Corydon, grown bolder,

The minutes would improve,

‘This is the time,’ he told her,

‘To show you how I love,

And something else, but what I dare not name.’




The nymph seemed almost dying,

Dissolved in amorous heat,

She kissed, and told him sighing,

‘My dear, your love is great,

And something else, but what I dare not name.’




But Phyllis did recover,

Much sooner than the swain,

She blushing asked her lover,

‘Shall we not kiss again,

And something else, but what I dare not name?’



Thus love his revels keeping,

Till nature at a stand,

From talk they fell to sleeping

Holding each other’s hand

And something else, but what I dare not name.









No Platonic Love

William Cartwright


Tell me no more of minds embracing minds,

And hearts exchang’d for hearts;

That spirits spirits meet, as winds do winds,

And mix their subt’lest parts;

That two unbodied essences may kiss,

And then like Angels, twist and feel one Bliss.




I was that silly thing that once was wrought

To practise this thin love;

I climb’d from sex to soul, from soul to thought;

But thinking there to move,

Headlong I rolled from thought to soul, and then

From soul I lighted at the sex again.




As some strict down-looked men pretend to fast,

Who yet in closets eat;

So lovers who profess they spirits taste,

Feed yet on grosser meat;

I know they boast they souls to souls convey,

Howe’r they meet, the body is the way.



Come, I will undeceive thee, they that tread

Those vain aerial ways

Are like young heirs and alchemists misled

To waste their wealth and days,

For searching thus to be for ever rich,

They only find a med’cine for the itch.
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