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Andrew McMillan was one of the judges of the 
National Poetry Competition 2017, alongside 
Hannah Lowe and Pascale Petit. In this resource, he 
looks at two winning poems from that year of the 
National Poetry Competition by Mary Jean Chan 
and Peter Kahn, that both explicitly respond to 
poems by other writers. 
 
Andrew says: “In many ways, all poems are ‘after’ 
another poem; we read, we become inspired, we take 
on the tone or the diction or the syntax of a poet we 
admire. We turn it around in our mind, where it 
becomes mixed in with all the other poets we’ve 
read, and all the poems that have inspired us. Each 
time we write, we’re speaking back, in a small way, 
into the vast history of poetry, and speaking quietly 
forward too, creating an echo that a future 
generation of poets might here, and respond to. 
 
“Some poems though, are more explicitly ‘after’ or 
inspired by another poem, and I’m going to focus  
on a couple of those here: Mary Jean Chan’s ‘The 
Window’ and Peter Kahn’s ‘Till It’s Gone’.” 

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

Mary Jean Chan’s poem ‘The Window’ came second 
in the National Poetry Competition when I judged it 
back in 2017. Oftentimes I think people believe that 
‘prizewinning’ poems have to be long and epic in order 
to perhaps justify the potential prize money they would 
receive. This poem disproves that, in its tightness, in its 
literal single window of language which it presents us 
with. Perhaps without the gesture towards Marie 
Howe, and more specifically Howe’s astonishing poem 
‘What the Living Do’, we might not catch the link, but 
to know it deepens the experience of our reading. In 
Howe’s poem, the speaker catches a glimpse of herself: 
“and I’m gripped by a cherishing so deep/ for my own 
blowing hair, chapped face, and unbuttoned coat that 
I’m speechless:/ I am living. I remember you.” 
 
In Chan’s poem, the window is open; we step beyond 
the moment of self-realisation in Howe and towards a 
more emancipatory feeling of freedom, which can’t be 
separated from the poem’s queerness. There’s a 
wonderful energy in the poem, a combination of its 
line breaks and caesurae which are used to build up 
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rhythm: “your mother’s/ anger is like the sun, which  
is like love,/ which is the easiest thing – even on the 
hardest of days”. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1   The use of italics in line 3/4 feels significant, what 
    does the introduction of this presumed other voice 
    do for the poem? 
 
2   One of the comments I made in my judging notes 
    about this poem was how well I think this poem is 
    able to balance what we think of as a high register 
    (“the slightest touch of grace”) with plain insight; 
    are there other moments where this balance is 
    happening within the poem do you think? 
 
3   One truism I often think about poetry is that every 
    poem needs some sort of movement in it (not 
    necessarily physical/geographical movement). How 
    might we think about the ‘movement’ which 
    happens in this poem. 
 
4   Overall, is this an optimistic poem? 

Writing prompts 
 
1   Poems which begin with grand statements are 
    often really hard to make work because it’s a lot  
    for a poem to live up to – but what would happen 
    if you began a poem with the same phrase as Mary 
    Jean Chan (being sure to acknowledge the 
    reference...) . Open your poem with “Once in  
    a lifetime” and see where the poem wants to go. 
 
2   There’s a real sense of generosity in this poem; the 
    mother’s anger, which is like the sun, but then 
    which becomes like love. This is a shifting of 
    metaphorical register from something positive, to 
    something ambiguous (the sun could be scary as 
    well as brilliant) into something positive.  Could 
    you try mapping out a similar three-word 
    movement, just like, anger/sun/love, and then 
    consider how you could work this in to the wider 
    fabric of a poem. 
 
3   Take a poem that you’ve already written that is 
    currently in the first person, shift it into that 
    second person address (in this case one which feels 
    as though its addressing the self), and see how it 
    transforms the poem. 

National Poetry Competition artwork by Whooli Chen, 
centralillustration.com/illustration/whooli-chen
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About Andrew McMillan 
 
Andrew McMillan is the author of three collections, 
physical, playtime and pandemonium, published by 
Jonathan Cape.

Peter Kahn’s poem is a Golden Shovel. It’s a relatively 
new form which was invented by Terrance Hayes to 
allow him to pay homage to the great Gwendolyn 
Brooks. It involves taking a line from another existing 
piece of writing (in this case a song, but originally 
Brooks’s own poetry) and placing one word from that 
line in sequential order down the right hand margin of 
the page. Thus the line becomes almost a reverse 
acrostic, each word from the original source ending 
each of the lines of the new poem. The new poem 
created needn’t be of the same subject as its original. 
 
Peter Kahn uses the famous line from Joni Mitchell, 
“Don’t it always seem to go, that you don’t know what 
you got ’til its gone”. There’s a brilliant immediacy to 
the poem. ‘Steve’ is introduced to us straightaway and we 
are thrown into the turmoil and tragedy of his story. I 
think the real success of the poem is that, if you didn’t 
know the form, you likely wouldn’t notice the inclusion 
of the Mitchell lyric within it. 
 
Points to discuss 
 
1   What do you make of the intersections of the 
    poem’s subject and the Joni Mitchell song (if you 
    don’t know it, go and listen to ‘Big Yellow Taxi’  
    or find the lyrics online, and then return to the 
    poem). How are they in conversation with  
    each other? 
 
2   If we didn’t know the form of the Golden Shovel, 
    would we have realised that the words at the end of 
    each line were from elsewhere? How have they been 
    incorporated? (Think of things like enjambment.) 
 
3   How are the senses, like sound and taste, being used 
    to strong effect within the poem? 

 
Writing prompts 
 
1   Try and have a go at various kinds of Golden 
    Shovel; could you use a line from a poem you really 
    love, or a favourite song? Could you use a quote 
    from a film, or maybe even a saying that you often 
    hear a family member using? Try taking that phrase 
    or line and making it into the beginnings of the 
    Golden Shovel, by putting a word at the end of 
    each line on a piece of paper.  
 
2   Have a go at two different versions of your poem, 
    one which feels as though it’s in conversation with 
    the original, borrowed line or phrase, and one which 
    moves in the opposite direction. 
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Mary Jean Chan 
The Window 
 
after Marie Howe 
 
Once in a lifetime, you will gesture 
at an open window, tell the one who 
detests the queerness in you that dead 
daughters do not disappoint, free your 
sore knees from inching towards a kind 
of reprieve, declare yourself genderless 
as hawk or sparrow: an encumbered body 
let loose from its cage. You will refuse your 
mother’s rage, her spit, her tongue heavy 
like the heaviest of stones. Your mother’s 
anger is like the sun, which is like love, 
which is the easiest thing – even on the 
hardest of days. You will linger, knowing 
that this standing before an open window 
is what the living do, that they sometimes 
reconsider at the slightest touch of grace.

‘The Window’ was awarded second prize in the 
National Poetry Competition 2017. © The 
author, 2021. More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Peter Kahn 
Till It’s Gone 
 
a Golden Shovel after Joni Mitchell 
 
When I tell you about Steve, don’t 
think just because he killed someone, it 
 
means he’s a dog to put down. There’s always 
two sides and while it may well seem 
 
that his story reeks of bug-eyed maggots, to 
judge him without the bullet’s story is to go 
 
down a light-less dead-end street that 
isn’t a street after all. When I ask you 
 
to listen for the clink of ricochet, don’t 
forget to hear the surprise in his voice. Know 
 
he aimed high at stars, not people, to escape what 
would be an L platform of snarling fists. You’ve 
 
no idea what blood and teeth taste like. Got 
no idea what it’s like when your mom shoots up till 
 
you’re sleeping in shit, ripped away by DCFS. It’s 
like you’re riding a razor. All sense of up, gone.

‘Till It’s Gone’ was commended in the National 
Poetry Competition 2017. © The author, 2021. 
More at poems.poetrysociety.org.uk
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Enter the National Poetry Competition 2021 
 
Judges: Fiona Benson, David Constantine & Rachel Long 
 
First Prize: £5,000 • Second Prize: £2,000 • Third Prize: £1,000 • 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 & rules at www.poetrysociety.org.uk/npc

Enter online at poetrysociety.org.uk/npc 
Deadline for entries: 31 October 2021

FREE  
second poem for Poetry 

Society 
members


