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¢ AFTERLIFE: ON THE MAKING
OF A SELECTED POEMS ¢

Polly Clark

CURATING A SELECTED POEMS requires a turning of the gaze. We
are trained to look forward, in the name of progress and vigorous
mental health, but this work demands the opposite: a long look back,
across the years we have traversed, the great sea (or mountain range) of a
life and its poems.

What struck me, once I embraced this, was that my books did not rep-
resent a progression so much as a conversation. The surface differences
are there: over the years I have become more proficient at approaching a
poem; I have read more, and lived more. There are varieties of form: the
poems of Farewell My Lovely, for instance, are more spare than the earlier
work. But these are not stages in a development, nor are the early poems
prototypes for what came later.

Perhaps because I was already thirty-two when my first collection was
published, I never felt I was shedding juvenilia on the way to a mature
voice. Instead, each book—and each poem within it—feels like a sus-
tained attempt to answer a deeply personal question, returned to again
and again from different angles.

Most artists have very few themes (even if many subjects), and the
length of a working life depends on how powerfully those themes continue
to resonate, how many ways they can be broken apart and re-examined.

My publisher, Neil Astley of Bloodaxe Books, had been keen for a
Selected for several years, purchasing the cover image long before any-
thing about the book was finalised. Every year or two Neil would check in
to see where we were, and I would say, not yet! Over the last nine years I
have published three novels, and they absorbed all my attention. The time
was never right.

And then the moment simply arrived. My third novel had left my
hands and entered its journey to publication, and I had begun writing
new poems. I was pleased with them: they drew on the same energy as
my early poems, but spoke through the self I am now. With poems I had
gathered in a pamphlet, A Handbook for the Afterlife, and some uncol-
lected work, I had enough for a new book to frame the whole and give it a
name. Delighted to be finally saying yes, I asked Neil what happens next.

Neil explained that there were many ways to make the selections. I
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could arrange the book in order of publication—Kiss (2000), Take Me
With You (2005), Farewell My Lovely (2009), ending with Afterlife (2026)
—or reverse that order. Or, and this gave me a jolt of rightness, I could
begin with Afterlife, and let the earlier collections follow chronologically
after it.

That instinctive decision set the terms. Within it, I could reorder freely,
and cut where I felt it necessary, though Neil was keen I didn’t jettison too
much, and was content for the book to grow to 200 pages. With that per-
mission, I began to read back through the work. The task was no longer
simply to select, but to shape: to create a whole in which the earlier books
could be seen clearly, and yet might be more than the sum of its parts.

Because poetry is not only read but encountered—by the ear, the eye,
the thinking mind, the feeling self—the arrangement became insepa-
rable from the meaning. How a poem is arranged across a page; whether
it sits on the left or the right; what precedes and follows it: these are not
neutral decisions. They alter the experience of the work as surely as the
words themselves. I cut only where a poem felt superseded, or where it
disrupted that emerging shape.

The act of looking back, then, became spatial —almost sculptural. I was
not only selecting poems, but creating a form in which they could speak
to one another, and be seen afresh.

An example of this was when I moved an entire sequence ‘T Thought
It Was in Scotland;, about the soldiers of the Falklands War, from the end
of Farewell My Lovely to its opening. The effect was immediate and trans-
forming. It gave proper weight to a sequence I loved, and it altered the
shape of the whole of Afterlife: the book now ended on “Tell Laura I Love
Her) a poem that echoed the very first, ‘Sculpture. It was thrilling to see
the work held between those two points—a call and response across two
hundred pages: a conversation made visible. I was uncovering a structure
I had somehow always been writing towards, and was realised only now.

After Neil had sent me the first PDF with the collections in the order
I'd requested, I compiled a spreadsheet of deletions and corrections. This
became a ‘first draft’ PDF. I then printed the entire manuscript and laid it
out on my bed beneath the window of my home in Rhu, with the loch and
hills—so present in many of the poems—visible beyond. The pages were
paired as they would appear in the book, trailing from the bed onto the
floor and out into the hall. It was the only way I could see how the poems
sat together, how they related to one another, whether, for instance, a long
poem was given the space it needed across a spread.

After each ‘laying out] I would return to the spreadsheet, adjust the
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arrangement with any cuts and corrections, and send it back to Neil,
who would generate a new PDF. We went through six versions in all. His
patience was exemplary, though by the sixth he expressed a quiet ‘hope’
that it might be the last, since every change required the contents to be
reset and the entire book repaginated. Our long editorial relationship was
vital to the success of this undertaking. Neil has published me from the
beginning, and has an instinctive understanding of my work. Moreover
he has faith and trust in the poet’s judgement.

Making selections from a lifetime’s work, and publishing them anew,
might be expected to produce a certain unease about what comes next,
especially when the book is called Afterlife. What can come after the after-
life? Will there be an after at all? It is, perhaps, one reason writers resist
looking back: the future feels safer when the past remains undefined.
But the process of assembling this book altered that sense. The questions
that drove the earliest poems are not answered: they persist, taking new
forms. I find I am still hungry for new ways to ask them.

Kiss is twenty-six years old, but its first poem, ‘Love Story), speaks to the
last of Afterlife, “Tiger, Tiger, in a voice that is unmistakably my own. At
times, the experience of such a discovery was like opening a long-closed
attic and finding, among the stored things of childhood, a much loved
wind-up toy. Lifting it, uncertainly, I set it in motion—and it sprang into
life, as if newly made.



