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Jane Yeh, who was commended in the National 
Poetry Competition 2009 for her poem ‘The Body 
in the Library’, also judged the 2013 competition 
with Julia Copus and Matthew Sweeney. In this 
resource, Jane reflects on two of her favourite past 
commended poems, and offers prompts to help you 
write your own National Poetry Competition entry. 
 
Jane says: “The poems I’ve chosen by Patricia 
Wooldridge and Lindy Barbour both involve vision 
in a metaphorical sense, what the poet ‘sees’ in their 
mind’s eye – i.e. memory. Wooldridge’s vision of 
the past is fractured, as if seen through a 
kaleidoscope, while Barbour’s is a precisely focused 
close-up. Both use their poetic insights to render 
the past as thrillingly alive for us as the present.” 
 
About Jane Yeh  
 
Jane Yeh’s most recent collection of poems, 
Discipline (Carcanet), was a 2019 Poetry Book 
Society Recommendation. Her first collection, 
Marabou (Carcanet, 2005), was shortlisted for the 
Forward, Whitbread (Costa), and Aldeburgh poetry 
prizes. She was named a Next Generation poet by 
the Poetry Book Society for her second collection, 
The Ninjas (Carcanet, 2012).
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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

As one of the judges when this poem was commended 
in 2013, I remember being struck by its specificity of 
lived experience – “drink[ing] milk / in chilled cartons 
on Victoria Station” – and the spareness of the 
writing, which vividly conjures scenes from the 
narrator’s youth, despite using barely any adjectives. 
Although the poem is set decades in the past, as the 
‘1972’ in the title indicates, the use of present tense 
gives it a real immediacy and intimacy, thrusting us 
into events as they happen: “How will I survive being 
away from you, behind the door / of this university 
room?”. The poem offers a portrait of the author as a 
young woman, each stanza encapsulating a different 
snippet of her life; as in a collage, these fragments 
magically come together to make a larger whole. You 
can also think of the poem as a kind of photo album 
in words, a series of snapshots: factory job, camping 
trip, night at the ballet... I tend to find myself more 
engaged by poems that are fragmentary and 
disjunctive than ones with a linear narrative, perhaps 
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National Poetry Competition artwork by Arna Miller. arnamiller.com

because the former seem to embody the way the mind 
works more truthfully. Our memories often come to 
us as partial and disjointed, fleeting glimpses of our 
past selves. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  What are some of the feelings and emotions 
    conveyed by the poem? Would you describe the 
    narrator (the ‘I’) as happy or sad, confident or 
    unsure of herself, or something else? 
 
2.  Why does the author break the poem into short 
    stanzas? What effects does this have on how you 
    interpret the poem? 
 
3.  Who do you think the ‘you’ in the poem is? What 
    is the narrator’s relationship with them like? 
 
4.  What is the significance of the mini-skirt in the 
    poem? 
 
5.  Unlike all the previous stanzas in the poem, the last 
    stanza doesn’t focus on a single topic or scene. Do 
    you find this a successful way to end the poem? 
    Why or why not? 
 

Writing prompts 
 
1.  Think back to a particular time when you were at 
    least ten years younger than you are now. Make 
    some notes to gather material for a poem about 
    your past self: 
         • What year was it? Where were you living 
            and with whom, if anyone? 
         • Come up with at least five memories of things 
            you did that year. They can be everyday ones, 
            not necessarily special events. 
 
2.  Write a poem in which each stanza is about one of 
    the memories you listed in your notes. Don’t 
    explain why these memories matter – instead, the 
    events and observations in the poem should suggest 
    or imply their significance. Focus on specific 
    details to bring your memories to life, as Patricia 
    Wooldridge does. 
 
3.  Look at the very short third stanza of Wooldridge’s 
    poem: “I don’t know if I want a baby”. The phrase 
    “I don’t know” appears in two other places as well. 
    Reread your own poem and think about what 
    things you didn’t know at the time. Add at least 
    one line about this somewhere in your poem. (It 
    doesn’t have to be a stanza on its own.) 
 
4.  Make a printout or hard copy of your poem, if 
    possible. Cut it up so that each stanza is on a 
    separate scrap of paper. Move the order of the 
    stanzas around until you feel you’ve created an 
    appealing sequence. 
 
5.  End your poem with a stanza that’s different from 
    the previous stanzas in some way. It might be in 
    terms of form, subject matter, mood, or imagery – 
    any or all of these things. After rereading your 
    poem, if you find the last stanza doesn’t work, try 
    moving it to an earlier position in the poem and 
    revise your poem from there. 
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What I admire about this poem is its incredible 
restraint, how what it leaves unsaid is as powerful as 
what it does say. Grief, loss, love – so much emotion 
submerged under the surface, just as the “white 
hands” are submerged under water in the basin. The 
poem is deceptive in its simplicity, as its 
straightforward narrative belies the sophistication of 
its effects. The speaker of the poem (‘I’) is caring for  
a dying woman (‘she’), and buys a plastic basin so the 
woman can wash herself, or be washed by the speaker, 
using the kitchen sink. Through these simple, homely 
events, told in simple language, the speaker’s love for 
the woman is movingly conveyed, while the separate 
sadness each of them feels is suggested by the sentence 
“I watched her / gaze at the roses through two layers 
of glass”. The delicacy of this doubled image – the 
speaker watching the dying woman, the woman 
watching the thriving roses, trapped behind glass – is 
exquisite. The last stanza jumps forward to the 
present, the “now”, from which the speaker has been 
looking back on the past. The cheap plastic basin 
described previously is now “beautiful / as the moon 
or as a marble basin of clear water”: the ordinary 
elevated to the beautiful, transformed by its 
association with the deceased, and by the double 
powers of memory and love. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1.  How does the speaker of the poem feel about the 
    ‘she’? What lines or actions in the poem suggest 
    this? 
 
2.  What is the significance of the white basin? Why 
    does the author devote the whole of the third 
    stanza to describing it? 

On ‘White Basin’  
by Lindy Barbour  

2
3.  In literary terminology, an elegy is a poem that 
    expresses grief for the dead, usually describing and 
    praising the deceased. Do you think Barbour’s 
    poem would work as well if it told us more about 
    the dying woman, the ‘she’? Why or why not? 
 
4.  Why does the author end the poem with the image 
    of “fish swimming in moonlight in a dark garden”? 
    What mood or feelings does this evoke? 
  
 
Writing prompts 
 
1.  Choose an object you own that is meaningful to 
    you. For example, a memento of a trip, something 
    you inherited, a present from a friend – any 
    reason. 
 
2.  Write a poem about this object, including any 
    stories that involve it or associations you have with 
    it. Refrain from describing your feelings anywhere 
    in the poem; let the images and actions speak for 
    themselves. 
 
3.  Try to include a new metaphor or simile in each 
    stanza. Or, if your poem is a block of lines not 
    broken into stanzas, include a new metaphor or 
    simile every five lines. 
 
4.  End the poem by ‘calling back’ to at least one of 
    the metaphors or similes in your poem, as Barbour 
    does in hers – the images of the moon and fish in 
    the last lines of her poem echo the earlier phrases 
    “round as the full moon” and “swam like little 
    fishes”. Do you like the effect this gives your 
    poem, or does it sound forced?



© 2020 The Poetry Society & the author/s 
poetrysociety.org.uk 

4 

Patricia Wooldridge 
I Stop Wearing the Mini-skirt, 1972 
 
 
I listen to Jimi Hendrix, Foxy Lady, in the dark, drink milk 
in chilled cartons on Victoria Station. Beyond the factory 
hours of vacation working, I don’t know what I’ll do. 
 
The two of us deep in the forest, summer 
under two-man canvas, the tearing rasp of cows 
at night and will they see the guy ropes? 
 
I don’t know if I want a baby. 
 
I review my life: 
I love The Nutcracker Suite, being at the ballet – 
my neighbour’s treat – still dreaming the dancer. 
 
Does my English teacher want her poetry books back? 
Twenty more years before I know she told them 
I’d be a writer. 
 
How will I survive being away from you, behind the door 
of this university room? 
You hitch-hike all the way to see me. 
 
They would have loved a proper wedding – dad 
to give me away, mum fussing round the bridal gown, 
petting the grandchildren already born. 
 
I stop wearing the mini-skirt. 
I don’t know that I do love you is not forever. 
I read Rachel Carson and believe the sea is dying.

‘I Stop Wearing the Mini-skirt, 1972’ by Patricia 
Wooldridge was commended in the 2013 National 
Poetry Competition. © The author, 2020. More  
at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Lindy Barbour 
White Basin 
 
 
It came to the point that she was weak 
past climbing stairs and in the mornings 
had to wash using the kitchen sink. 
 
I went down Castle Street to Wallace Hughes, 
Electrical and Hardware, to buy a bowl. The dark shop 
smelled as always of paraffin and bare boards. 
 
The bowl was cheap; a simple hemisphere 
of thin white plastic with a rolled rim, 
as white and round as the full moon. 
 
Each morning I held her upright as her white hands 
swam like little fishes through the warm water. The garden 
was still flowering strongly that November. I watched her 
gaze at the roses through two layers of glass. 
 
I kept the bowl and use it now for ordinary things, 
handwashing and catching drips. It’s as beautiful 
as the moon or as a marble basin of clear water 
with fish swimming in moonlight in a dark garden.  

‘White Basin’ by Lindy Barbour was commended in the 
National Poetry Competition 2011. © 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 


