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Foreword


By Hollie Mcnish

It is an absurdly beautiful thing to be allowed into the minds and lives of people you have never met merely by opening up a book. In this anthology, there are so many new brilliant people to meet.

Woman, Mapped is a superb collection of poetry and essays, musings and hopes that vary hugely in tone, style and theme. They are thoughtful, skilled, creative and gorgeous to read on the page, as well as aloud, as I often do when I read poetry. Get into bed with them, stand up and pace your home with them, imagine futures with them; read them to a loved one, they deserve to be shared.

I found these poems and essays beckoning me forwards; begging me to keep moving, keep living, keep loving, no matter what the past might have brought us. Being invited into this collection was like having a door opened to a roomful of women, ready around a table (chairs comfy) to share pasts, secrets, advice, and brilliant, at times brutal, imaginations and commentary.

At the moment, there seem to be an increasing number of programmes, podcasts and social media coverage which generalise hugely based on gender; every day, I watch or read another round of headlines such as: what women don’t want you to know or why fewer women are looking for love and other such crass generalisations about billions of people around the globe.

One of the things I loved about Woman, Mapped is that it makes is abundantly clear that women, from one poem to another, one page to the next, are ridiculously diverse creatures: in this anthology alone, there are women conceiving 10scarecrows entering houses, comets, unstained glass, Teddy Girls, peach stones, foxtrotting ghosts and rusted orangutans. Whilst no one woman is the same here, as no one woman is in the world, they sit within these pages together, intertwining beautifully.

When someone asks me to recommend them poetry, often people who see poetry as something they’re just not into, or haven’t read in a while, I always recommend anthologies – little selection boxes of poetry, pick-n-mixed in one neatly packaged paperback.

More than any other artform, I feel that people have a tendency to try one or two poems, and if they don’t enjoy them, or understand them completely on first read, to then label themselves a non-lover of poetry in general. No one does this with songs; I listened to a song, I didn’t like it much, I couldn’t hear the lyrics properly, I don’t think I’ll try another song ever again!

The only downside to this anthology recommendation is that most anthologies have only one or two works per writer so it’s difficult to really get a proper taste. Here, in Woman, Mapped, we are given a perfect blend of both; a grand mix of styles and stories to dip in and out of, but enough of each writer to feel like you have had a proper conversation with each; you could read this book in a hundred different ways.

A final praise to shower upon these writings; it felt so physical to read this book, by which I mean, the poems and essays connected me to and reminded me of my body. At its extremes, it rolled my tongue out like a red carpet, walked me up and down hospital wards, turned a prolapse into erotica and turned my body into a melting candle; it etched into my bones and skin all the things that build us, and break us, and rebuild us, as women, as humans, whilst never forgetting the forests, oceans, animals all around.

I read this book in one week, and it felt strangely normal that, within such a short space of time in the company of other women, we could have shared this many emotions together.

11
This book is what I love anthologies for, and knowing that it will be there, on my bookshelf, ready to be picked up and flicked through again whenever needed or wanted, is a gift. I have already pencilled small stars next to so many of the titles –- sorry for those of you who do not agree with writing in books.

Thank you so much to all of you who put this together, I am off to invoice the rain for my tears now. (You’ll understand soon).

- Hollie McNish
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Introduction



Writing back against stereotypes

From the open call for submission last year to manuscript editing, production and completion, working on this inaugural Rebecca Swift Foundation ‘Woman, Mapped’ anthology has been a generative and collaborative effort to open up spaces and dialogues on women’s poetry and writing in the uk. From over 550 submissions, we selected twelve poets who explore, with poignancy and depth, the choices or dilemmas of women’s lives. What stands out is the honesty of these works, the willingness to be vulnerable and the passion for language and craft.

The women in this anthology offer counsel with a candour that resonates deeply. To be a woman is often to find yourself held by a community that offers advice (not always welcome, of course), and Jessie Williams captures this beautifully in her essay ‘Sisterhood’. Her account of being welcomed into a kind of secret club in Kurdistan, and the joy she found alongside the girls of the ‘Free to Run’ charity, affirming the value of female spaces where the outside world, with all its noise and demand, briefly falls away: ‘The women have been through untold horrors, and yet, when they come together, their confidence is transformed. They laugh, sing, dance, and joke around with one another.’

When we talk about womanhood, or girlhood, we tend to circle certain questions: what does it mean to be a girl, and why does that still sometimes function as an insult? Amy Acre’s poems take those questions seriously, interrogating both gender roles and the particular politics of women’s aging in a body that, unlike a man’s, is rarely granted greater authority with the passing of time: ‘My surgeries were never to lasso beauty /but to chase away ugly.’
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In Katy Mack’s work, there is such impact from the rawness of emotions, and the poet’s validation of the unsettling spaces and moments. In ‘Now we are not having a baby’, we are confronted with the surreal experience of noticing, ‘tiny babies are bobbing / in my glass of sparkling water, / their bodies dissolving between my fingertips’.

Katrina Naomi weaves an origin story that echoes the anthology’s name: ‘as yet, I am unmapped’ and her poetry speaks to the expansiveness of that which makes us human, girlish, untethered: ‘imagination is one of the best parts of us’.

The anthology opens up new conversations around uncomfortable topics. In Jade Mutyora’s ‘Dream Job’, we are shocked by how unjust attitudes or exploitation still exist and undermine women’s progression, how women must carve out for themselves what they deserve in workplaces and other spaces. The end of Mutyora’s poem expresses the longing for a more peace-loving, fun-loving world where:

Everyone has all they need. Holidays happen

when we decide. We gift poems, home-cooked food

and head strokies. Billionaires barbecue each other.

We serve kebabs, seasoned with Empire’s tears.

Meanwhile, through Aoife Lyall’s exciting use of spacing and subtexts, we catch a glimpse of the porous borders and surreal quality of women’s imagination. For example, in ‘Go/no go’, Lyall articulates the complex reality of creative constraints faced by women writers, such ‘trigonometry / of families, finance, kids. I can gauge all the allowances, the limits / for weight, for fuel, for crosswinds and descent’, that must be navigated or confronted with courage.

Teddy Webb’s powerful essay ‘Wrong-Walking Women: ‘Women’s Spaces’ and the Dyke Writer’ articulates with clarity and conviction the necessity for women to preserve their 14authentic selves, and to permit themselves to access and understand their emotions: ‘I was honoured to be described as an angry young feminist. Anger, righteously directed and coolly carried, is a source of power I don’t think much else can match.’

Precise in language and imagery and nuanced in poetic experimentation, Ilse Pedler’s poetry remaps women’s bodies, challenging the meaning of creative life and the journey of women. We witness the complexity of womanhood  through phases of youth, ageing, disillusionment and sympathy. In ‘I searched for them when they left’, the speaker navigates the uneasy onset of menopause, when such bodily transitions prompt one to reflect on the role of women both personally and collectively:

How could I know what to feel?

I looked in the bathroom cabinet

at the supplies I’d kept in case

 they returned.

I didn’t know how long to save them,

there was no one to ask

Witty and interwoven with myriad voices, Maria Jastrzębska’s poetry makes bold assertions and foregrounds women’s bodies and desire, reclaiming women’s right to define themselves. In the strikingly original poem ‘10,281’, Jastrzębska excavates the power of naming:

  and how, although the clitoris carries the same

importance in sexual functioning,

  it has been less widely studied than its male

Counterpart.
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Jastrzębska’s poetry shows us what it is to be both wise and carefree, to write and speak up from the queer community courageously and meaningfully: ‘I think of loneliness and how sometimes / we’re animals burrowing into one another / for warmth; other times, divinely, we’re blazing.’

In reading the work of these women poets, we are struck by the resilience and knowledge of women. In ‘The Gift’, an elegy by Janette Ayachi, we bear witness to the woman’s dual identity as a mother and daughter, and how that matrilineal history or cycle can capture so many complex emotions, such as pride, shame, love, or guilt:

In Natalie Linh Bolderston’s poems, we see the magic of storytelling through the excavation or refashioning of myths, of oral history, of wisdom. Bolderston’s ‘Spring Fragrance’ resembles an ars poetica on the ‘incomplete biography’ and speculations of the eighteenth-century Vietnamese poet Hồ Xuân Hương, reasserting women’s artistic space, and the importance of legacy:

She composed her poems

in Nôm script / on the insides of her arms /

in dust gathered on tables / while eating dried plums

She wrote about

unnamed women weaving at night / men with scrolls / silk robes /

puffed chests / fruit falling in downpours /

the dark red ache / of orgasms

In ‘Woman Poet Demolition Land’, Claire Harnett-Mann offers a way to understand the impact of class on one’s identity: ‘my gendered existence began not as an identity but as a set of spatial demands, trained into my body long before they were 16named.’ She sees writing as a space to retell her story, where ‘illegibility’ is allowed and where belonging is unconditional.

From ageing and mental health, questioning class and race divides, to resisting systemic trauma or writing against the discrimination of women based on their gender or sexual orientations, the contributors to ‘Woman, Mapped’ embrace their creativity and intellect without holding back, trusting their imagination. We hope that you will be inspired and empowered by their courage to resist stereotypes, their truth-seeking and their uncompromising aesthetics.

- Isabelle, Degna and Jennifer
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Sisterhood


By Jessie Williams

Here’s the thing about being a girland wanting to play outside.All the grown-ups grind it into you from the get go:girls outside aren’t safe.

― Elizabeth Austen, 2010

Our minibus meanders past the mountains of Iraqi Kurdistan, tipped with gold from a winter sunrise. Inside, a group of teenage girls blast their favourite songs on the radio. We are on our way back to the region’s capital, Erbil, after a day spent hiking up the nearby Safeen Mountain, where we followed a rocky path up to a cave into which the girls clambered, their bright eyes beaming at me in the darkness.

Despite the day’s exertions, the girls are still full of energy — they throw their hands in the air, clap, and sing as loudly as they can. When that is not enough, we pull over and they dance on the side of the road. They teach me some moves, holding my hands as we dance in a circle, jumping from foot to foot, shaking our hips, swaying, and joking with one another. A single mass of limbs and laughter, they move in unison, guiding me gently as I try to shed my awkward Britishness.

I feel like I’ve been let into a secret club. Their joy is infectious. I feel the kind of freedom that only comes with being completely connected; to the girls and to the music, 18which drifts up into the crisp mountain air. They remind me of my sisters — and, suddenly, a pang of yearning hits me. I wish they were here too.

You might not know it from watching this scene, but these girls have been through many layers of trauma. They have experienced two wars in their short lifetimes — first, the us-led Iraq War, and then the war with isis. They live in camps for internally displaced people after being forced to flee their homes. They have lost loved ones; some even lived under isis rule and were forbidden to leave their homes. Now they face an uncertain future which will likely involve limited education, poverty, and child marriage. One of the girls, a 15-year-old who says her favourite thing to do in her free time is play with her Barbie dolls, has just got engaged to her 20-year-old cousin.

I am in Kurdistan for a story on a charity called Free To Run, which empowers girls and young women in regions of conflict through sport, as well as helping them to form friendships. Bushra*, a boisterous 16-year-old girl from Mosul whose father was killed by isis, says she didn’t have any friends before she joined the programme, and tells me that the ones she has made are “the most wonderful thing that has ever happened to me.” These friendships have given them a chance to enjoy being children in a place where girls are forced to grow up very quickly. Bushra adds that she is determined to become a lawyer, so that she can help others who have been through experiences similar to her own.

These girls are Iraq’s future — or they would be, if they were given the chance. They have so many dreams, like every girl around the world, but they live in a country scarred by war, within a society that treats them like second class citizens. Despite this, they radiate happiness and they want me to feel it too. And I do: that thrill of adolescence, of being on the cusp.

19
It’s a feeling of sisterhood: of togetherness and of excitement, despite everything.

*

My own life has been shaped by the women around me.

I am who I am because of my sisters. I came out of the womb with a best friend; born only 12 minutes after my identical twin sister, I have never in my life felt truly alone. A few years later, our two younger sisters came along, one after the other. I grew up as one of four girls in the countryside, like Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women. Together we played fantastical made-up games, ran across fields, climbed trees. We argued, we cried, we laughed, we danced.

We grew together: up and up like the trees that clustered around our village, branches reaching out into the world, roots intertwined below. We were a unit, us four, and we still are, even if we aren’t all under the same roof anymore.

They are my anchor in the rough seas of life.

*

One year later, I experienced a very similar feeling in a very different place. It was December 2022, and I had just crossed the border from Poland into the depths of a bitter Ukrainian winter. My destination? Lviv, a city in western Ukraine, to write a story for time about how war has exacerbated domestic violence following the Russian invasion. I stay in a spare room at a shelter for female survivors of domestic violence, as well as displaced women from the east of the country. A mix of young and old, many were left with nothing more than the clothes on their backs.

Khrystyna*, a 40-year-old baker with a depressed stare, described how, after a particularly bad period of artillery 20shelling, she was sat on a bus with her 11-year-old son waiting to go to Poland. The other passengers were fleeing Putin’s bombs, but she was fleeing her abusive ex- boyfriend. She never managed to escape: he found her just as the bus was about to depart and took their son away. Now, she was only allowed to see him on Sundays as social services believe her ex’s claims that she was the abusive one.

Another woman, Oksana*, also 40, told me how her husband of 16 years, a commander in the Ukrainian army, had come back from the frontline traumatised. That was when the abuse began. “This war made him a monster,” she said, while perched on her bed at the women’s shelter. One night she awoke to find his hands around her neck. Another time, he tried to stab her. She tried calling the police, and they told her it wasn’t a big deal: “You should be patient, he’s a hero.”


Girls outside aren’t safe – but girls inside aren’t safe either.



It is clear that the authorities and the justice system in Ukraine, much like the rest of the world, are failing these women. Their only hope is this shelter — this support network — which was founded, and continues to be run, by women.

And so I watch as the women there hold each other up, reassure each other, cook together, and inspire one another. The shelter provides them not only with a place of safety and a community of women, but with lawyers to fight for them in court, and training to help them with professional development. When I arrived, a foreigner without any of their experiences, they welcomed me with open arms: they made me tea, told me where the nearest bomb shelter was, and laughed with me, despite their terror, grief and uncertainty. I was only a witness; I could never truly understand what they 21were going through, but I could help to open other people’s eyes to their suffering – and their bravery.

They are survivors, but they are also sisters; bound together by their shared experiences and their hope for a better future. I believe the bonds between women and girls — this sisterhood — is vital, and we can learn so much from
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