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Matthew Caley is one of the rare poets to have 
featured in the top ten for the National Poetry 
Competition an astonishing three times, including 
second place in 2004 for the NYC-set poem ‘L.Z.’, 
an elegant, kinetic homage to Louis Zukofsky 
which went on to appear in his collection 
Apparently (2010), where all of the poems playfully 
begin with the word ‘Apparently’. In this resource, 
Caley encourages us to think about the interplay 
between ‘serious’ and ‘light’. Can and should a poet 
be both at once? He selects two poems from the 
2018 competition by Wayne Holloway-Smith and 
Ella Frears, that swing between light-touch and 
heavy-hitting.   
 
 
About Matthew Caley  
 
Matthew Caley’s sixth and 
most recent collection is 
Trawlerman’s Turquoise 
(Bloodaxe, 2019). His debut, Thirst (Slow Dancer, 
1999),was nominated for The Forward Prize for 
Best First Collection. His poems have been 
commended and placed second and third in the 
National Poetry Competition. He has read his work 
at The National Portrait Gallery, London, at 
Alchemy in Prague, for Paris Lit Up and The 
International Serbian Literature Festival, Novi Sad, 
and at the poetry festivals in Ledbury, Aldeburgh 
and St Andrews. He is currently a tutor/mentor for 
The Poetry School in London and has recently 
been Associate Lecturer in Contemporary 
Poetry/Creative Writing at The School of English, 
St Andrews University and at The University of 
Winchester. He gave the StAnza 2020 Lecture  
in March.

National Poetry 
Competition resource  
by Matthew Caley

Matthew Caley.

Using this resource 
 
The discussion points work equally well for 
individual contemplation or group discussion. If  
you are working with these poems in a class or group 
setting, you may wish to ask the questions to the 
whole group or choose to discuss in pairs.  
 
Feeling inspired? If you’d like to use these  
writing prompts to pen your own National  
Poetry Competition entry, the competition opens  
for submissions in the summer and closes on  
31 October every year. You can find out the most  
up-to-date information on how to submit to  
the competition at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

Matthew Caley’s 
introduction 
 
I chose both these poems – by Wayne Holloway-
Smith and Ella Frears from 2018 – primarily for their 
quality of ‘lightness’. We can often make the mistake 
of thinking that artists whose work appears completely 
serious are our most serious artists. But nothing kills a 
poem more than a tone of pre-signalled profundity 
and a totally serious delivery. Humour is a serious 
business, though. We use it every day to inoculate 
ourselves against reality, to negotiate through serious 
territory, as defence and attack. Our current age is 
typified by alarming segues from light to heavy and 
back again. And though these poems deliver 
themselves lightly, class, mums and al-fresco sex can 
be heavyweight things to deal with. Notice that both 
have titles which make for a great ring-entrance. 
Something has to happen after a title like that and 
both poems deliver. They both profess to be about 
place – “the square” and Cornwall – but actually focus 
on the body, as a site of conflict or pleasure. They also 
both unspool in a seemingly carefree way, lightly 
skipping around and away from their subject, which 
gives even more impact to the gut-punch of their best 
lines when they come. 
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National Poetry Competition artwork by Arna Miller. arnamiller.com

Wayne’s title is also his first line and straight after that, 
heaviness is deflected into lightness: “roughing each 
other up    in a nice way” gently chides the Posh Mums 
for their easy appropriation of the working-class pursuit 
of boxing. Class is a heavy subject, not nearly as much 
discussed in poetry as other forms of identity, but the 
tone here is one of lightness, the “in a nice way” 
undercutting the previous phrase. In fact it’s a 
reappropriation of ‘middle-class speech’. This swaying 
back and forth – in boxing, a technique to wrong-foot 
your opponent – continues, with repetition all through 
the poem. But this is balanced out by being intercut by 
seemingly direct speech about intention: 
 

This is not the world into which I was born 
           so I’m changing it 

  
I say ‘seemingly’ because this is both straight political 
declaration and also meta-commentary on the poem’s 
technique. It’s my contention that all poetry since about 
1980 is meta-poetry whether deliberate or not. We’re too 
self-conscious and knowledgeable for it not to be.  
In the poem, things can be put right, but in reality it’s 
much more difficult. And notice that amongst all this 
casually delivered language comes a word like 
“crotonaldehyde”. The lines come at you almost as 
conversation, so there’s never a hint of being preached at.  
 
Yet what’s behind this poem is the crushing fact that 
the working class and the working poor are less healthy 
than the middle class and upper class, aren’t as tall, or as 
fit and don’t live as long – it’s a critique of long-term 
inequality and austerity. Nowhere does the poem say 
this directly, it bobs and weaves brilliantly around it and 
the compassion and care and (meta-)re-modelling of the 
mum’s life gives it a very human focus. In calling out 
her first name she is crystallised as an entire life and the 

poet/son enables her to fight back. The person she is 
fighting is described as a “friend” but really this is class 
war – “in the nicest possible way”. A lightly-delivered 
poem that has serious impact. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  What work does the title do both as title and first 
    line? If it was merely the first line and had another 
    title, would that matter? Think of alternative titles. 
  
2.  Tone is one of the most important aspects of a 
    poem and often one of the least-discussed. Write 
    a paragraph that describes this poem’s tone as 
    accurately as you can. Then discuss. 
  
3.  The poem, like quite a few contemporary poems, 
    eschews punctuation for space-gaps (or caesuras). 
    What effect do they have within the poem and 
    discuss a couple of examples in detail. 
 
4.  “spandexes”, “dapping”, “crotonaldehyde” – the 
    language of the poem is mainly straightforward and 
    uncomplicated but here are three more specialised 
    and unusual words that crop up at various points in 
    the poem. Discuss each one, its context and what it 
    adds to the poem.  
 
5.  Look up a Frank O’Hara poem – say ‘Mayakovsky’ 
    – and discuss similarities and differences with  
    Wayne’s poem.

On ‘The posh mums 
are boxing in the square’ 
by Wayne Holloway-Smith 

1
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The title, as said, sets us up. In a competition, I’m sure, 
this would help make the judges sit up.  
 
The poem has to be good after that. The abrupt use of  
the swearword in contrast to Cornwall – ‘Making Love  
in Cornwall’ sounds so wrong – where many a standard 
poem would be evoking artist communities and history, 
immediately gives it a frisson.  
 

The rain is thick and there’s half a rainbow 
over the damp beach; just put your hand up my top. 

 
These opening lines are light and direct yet more 
complex than they seem. There’s more frisson in the 
thick rain, damp beach and the notion of sexual arousal; 
and see how that “half a rainbow” somehow is held in 
taut inter-relation with the hand up someone’s top –
both being things half-concealed.  These connections 
are like Guy Debord’s idea of a “neither complimentary 
nor indifferent” relationship being the most productive 
one. 
 
And the line-break in turn mimics the rainbow being 
“over” the damp beach. 
 
After that, the skill of the poem is how to sexualize the 
places, things and sights of the immediate surroundings 
now that the trick is out in the open. Ella does this in 
such a light, wide-eyed, faux-innocent way, taking the 
clichés of a beach holiday and refreshing them – eggs, 
bucket and spade, pasties (somewhere deeply concealed 
here is that Marvin Gaye “oven/lovin’” rhyme) are all 
utilized. There’s the play with the nettle which inverts 
phallic imagery and gives the voice of the woman 
control. They are her demands after all. 
 

On ‘Fucking in 
Cornwall’ by Ella Frears

2
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Think of a key emotional moment in your life and 
    then write only of all the incidental details 
    surrounding it, deliberately never mentioning the 
    central event. How much does the spur for the poem 
    colour the resultant poem? Test this out on others 
    who don’t know the originating event. 
 
2.  Take a mid-length poem you have already written, 
    or someone else has written, that is punctuated and 
    take out all punctuation, relying on a four space-gap 
    caesura instead of commas. If the poem is in form, 
    strip it of its form as well and rearrange in lines of 
    differing lengths. How does the poem change?  
    What further poems would you now make? 
 
3.  Personify ‘austerity’ and address a letter to him or 
    her or they. 
 
4.  Write a spell to help an ill or depressed person 
    towards recovery. 
 
5.  Look out of your window, or alternatively take a 
    single view from a street café, and describe what you 
    see and the people and things that drift in and out 
    of your view. Write initially as prose and use plain 
    accurate language, no similes or metaphors or 
    ‘poetry’ at all, just succinct description. Reconsider 
    much later and write up as a poem: no punctuation, 
    four space-gap caesuras instead, but no ‘form’ other 
    than varying line lengths. 



The bigger trick of the poem is that it is not 
necessarily a poem about fucking at all, but a poem of 
thinking about fucking or anticipating fucking where, 
throughout the day, the speaker’s horny state colours 
the surroundings until they are pluralistically 
suggestive. Yes, it might just be another ‘meta-poem’ 
– it is! – about the transformative powers of the 
imagination. As is Wayne’s. As is any strong poem.  
  
Points to discuss 
 
1.  Try to find five alternate titles for the poem. Then, 
    put them in order of preference along with the 
    original title. Which works the best? What role 
    does the title play as our ‘gateway’ to the poem? 
 
2.  “half a rainbow”, “warm new eggs”, “tiny green 
    crab in the palm” – these and many other things 
    stand in relation to the speaker’s professed need for 
    sex. Go through each of them and discuss how 
    they stand in for desire or the sexual act, and 
    if/how they build or develop as we move through 
    the poem. 
 
3.  Look up T.S. Eliot’s idea of the ‘objective 
    correlative’ and apply to this poem. 
 
4.  The Literary Review magazine hands out the Bad 
    Sex in Fiction Award annually. How does this 
    poem approach the topic of sex and yet avoid all 
    the usual pitfalls? 
 
5.  “I’ve pulled my sleeve over my fingers and picked a 
    nettle / and held it to a boy’s throat like a sword”. 
    How do these lines invert or subvert the usual 
    power-relations between male and female –  the 
    ‘lyric I’ in poetry – from ‘the beholding lover’ to 
    ‘the beloved’? 
 

Writing prompts 
 
1.  Find a location. Look up Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
    Needs. Pick one. And try to read your location 
    through the lens of this need, as Ella’s poem reads 
    the beach scenes through sexual desire. 
 
2.  Write a fifteen-line list poem that finds metaphors 
    for lust or love through technical language related 
    to a specific area – for example physics, basketball 
    or horticulture. This is likely to be something of a 
    comic poem, so think about tone.  
 
3.  Take the last line’s slightly mythic figure of “the 
    ghost of a fisherman who always hated land” and 
    write a reply to Ella’s poem in this persona. 
 
4.  Take the little “I’ve held a...” litany from the poem 
    and write a twenty-line poem in which half the 
    lines start with this but with different things being 
    held. These could be realistic, e.g. pencil, or 
    outlandish, perhaps a giant sequoia or a piece 
    of Kryptonite. 
 
5.  Try to write a similar poem but set in a different, 
    coastal location – Berck-Plage, or the Bay of Biscay 
    say – as different as possible from the typical 
    British coast. You might want to look at John 
    Masefield’s ‘Cargoes’ by way of reference. 
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Wayne Holloway-Smith 
The posh mums are boxing in the square 
 
roughing each other up    in a nice way 
This is not the world into which I was born 
          so I’m changing it 
I’m sinking deep into the past and dressing my own mum 
in their blue spandexes 
svelte black stripes from hip to hem 
and husbands with better dispositions toward kindness 
or at least    I’m giving her new lungs 
I’m giving her a best friend    with no problems and both of them pads 
some gloves to go at each other with    in a nice way 
I’m making it a warm day for them but also 
I’m making it rain 
the two of them dapping it out in long shadows 
I’m watching her from the trees grow 
strength in her thighs    my mum 
grow strength in her glutes my mum 
her back taught upright 
her knees 
and watching her grow no bad thing in her stomach no tumour 
her feet do not hurt to touch    my mum she is hopping 
sinews are happening 
wiry arms developing their full reach 
no bad thing explodes 
 
sweat and not gradual death    I’m cheering 
no thing in her stomach no alcohol 
no cigarettes with their crotonaldehyde let my dad keep those 
no removal of her womb 
– and I’m cheering her on in better condition 
cheering she is learning to fight for her own body 
in spandex her new life 
and though there is no beef between them 
if her friend is gaining the upper hand 
I will call out from the trees 
         her name 
                       Christine! 
and when she turns    as turn she must 
my mum           in the nicest possible way 
can slug her right in the gut 

‘The posh mums are boxing 
in the square’ was the winner 
of the 2018 National Poetry 
Competition. © The author, 
2020. Find out more at 
poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Ella Frears 
Fucking in Cornwall 
 
The rain is thick and there’s half a rainbow 
over the damp beach; just put your hand up my top. 
I’ve walked around that local museum a hundred times 
and I’ve decided that the tiny, stuffed dog 
labelled: the smallest dog in the world, is a fake. 
Kiss me in a pasty shop with all the ovens on. 
I’ve held a warm, new egg on a farm and thought about fucking. 
I’ve held a tiny green crab in the palm of my hand. 
I’ve pulled my sleeve over my fingers and picked a nettle 
and held it to a boy’s throat like a sword. 
Unlace my shoes in that alley and lift me gently onto the bins. 
The bright morning sun is coming and coming 
and the holiday children have their yellow buckets ready. 
Do you remember what it felt like to dig a hole all day 
with a tiny spade just to watch it fill with sea? 
I want it like that – like water feeling its way over 
an edge. Like two bright-red anemones in a rock-pool, 
tentacles waving ecstatically. 
Like the gorse has caught fire across the moors and you 
are the ghost of a fisherman, who always hated land. 

‘Fucking in Cornwall’ was 
commended in the 2018 
National Poetry Competition.  
© The author, 2020. More 
at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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FREE second 

NPC poem for 

Poetry Society 

members

Judges: Neil Astley, Jonathan 
Edwards & Karen McCarthy Woolf 
 
Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2020 
 
Ten prizes  
First Prize: £5000 
Second Prize: £2000 
Third Prize: £1000 
Commendations: £200 
 
Established in 1978, The Poetry Society’s 
National Poetry Competition is one of the 
world’s biggest and most prestigious poetry 
contests. Winners include both established 
and emerging poets, and for many the prize 
has proved an important career milestone. 
Win, and add your name to a roll-call that 
includes Carol Ann Duffy, Ruth Padel, Tony 
Harrison, Jo Shapcott, Colette Bryce, Philip 
Gross and Sinéad Morrissey. 
 
Entry fees: £7 for your first poem; £4 for  
each subsequent poem in the same 
submission.  
 
Free second poem for Poetry Society 
members.  
Full details and rules at 
www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
 
 
National Poetry Competition artwork by Arna Miller. 
arnamiller.com

Enter the National Poetry 
Competition 2020 


